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Today's ever-expanding communication 
technologies force us to relate to far more 
people and institutions than ever before, in 
a multiplicity of forms—on the telephone, 
in person, across time and space. And each 
of these demands a different conception of 
ourselves. More than at any other time in 
history, each of us is not one self but many. 
So intense is our social saturation, argues 
Kenneth Gergen, that we take on the per- 
sonas and values of the people with whom 
we communicate. The result is an erosion of 
our sense of objective truth, a multifaceted 
assault on our notions of the “true and 
knowable,” the unified moral core. 


In this powerful and provocative work— 
early drafts of which have provoked intense 
discussion here and abroad—Gergen 
explores these profound changes in self- 
concept and their implications for cultural 
and intellectual life. His wide-ranging 
survey—ranging from anthropology to 
psychoanalysis, from film and fiction to lit- 
erary theory—probes the prospects and 
perils tor a world in which the self is never 
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Preface 


Fe time the query is put forward, I pause and ponder. The question 
is simple enough, asked by neighbors, relatives, friends, my chil- 
dren, and even passing strangers—“What are you working on?” They 
rightly expect a clearly phrased reply. Yet invariably I falter: How can-I 
extract from the argot of my academic guild a stunning bit of news or an 
insight of rippling profundity? How can I introduce into a casual conver- 
sation those lengthy lines of argument that inject the adrenaline into a 
given idea? And how is my sense of fascination to be transported to the 
disparate worlds of the attorney, the hairdresser, the surgeon, the sales 
manager, the engineer, the artist, the rock music enthusiast? 

I began this book in an attempt to bridge these many domains. My 
hope was to offer insight into current academic debates to those outside 
the tower. There are good reasons for doing so. The academic world is 
now in a state of immense and far-reaching ferment. Virtually all the 
assumptions guiding both reason and research over the past century are 
coming under sharp question. Many nonacademic readers are aware of 
the debates over the canons of Western literature now engulfing the 
academic community, and the increasing currency of such terms as de- 
construction, poststructuralism, and postmodern. Yet these are meager 
indications of the radical reconsideration of our longstanding traditions of 
truth and knowledge. As beliefs in objective knowledge fall into disrepute, 
the entire face of education, science, and “knowledge-making” in general 
stands to be altered. The issues are far too important, and too much fun, 
to be contained within the walls of academia. 


One aspect of this ferment is of special concern to me. For many years 
one of my central interests has been the concept of self, our ways of 
understanding who we are and what we are about. Beliefs about the self 
seem pivotal to all our undertakings. We believe that as normal human 
beings we possess reasoning powers, emotions, conscience, intentions; 
these beliefs are critical to the way we relate to others. What could 
marriage mean if we did not feel ourselves capable of love? What would 
be the purpose of education if we had no concept of reason or memory? 
How could we trust others if we didn’t believe in the power of con- 
science? 

It is apparent that the general upheaval within the academic sphere 
contains profound implications for conceptions of the self. Traditional 
assumptions about the nature of identity are now in jeopardy. It is not 
simply that the present turn of events has altered the emphasis placed 
on rationality, the emotions, and the like, or that it adds new concepts 
to the traditional vernacular. Rather, like the concepts of truth, objectiv- 
ity, and knowledge, the very idea of individual selves—in possession of 
mental qualities—is now threatened with eradication. The implications 
of this outcome for our lives together are both unsettling and stimulating, 
and deserve broad discussion. 

Yet as I began the process of “speaking outward,” my work began to 
shift direction. To bridge the gap between the academic world and the 
broader public requires some sensitivity to the experiences and conditions 
relevant to this audience. As I began to focus on the more general state 
of affairs, I was struck by the realization that the contemporary upheaval 
in the academic world is paralleled by major shifts in contemporary ways 
of acting and relating. Increasingly, people are living through the “dis- 
solution of self” discussed within the academy—and experiencing directly 
the shocks of dislocation, the dilemmas of identity, and the thrills of newly 
opened vistas. I began to realize that what was needed was not a mono- 
logue—my voice making contemporary academic debates intelligible to 
a broader audience—but a dialogue. Those in the hurly-burly of daily 
life required voice, for an articulation of their experiences could enrich 
and edify academic debate. I hope, then, to provide some common ground 
for mutual exploration and enlightenment. 

If the turmoil of the academic sphere coincides with a transformation 
in our daily experiences with self and others, a further question presents 
itself: Why is this so? To be sure, the fierce debate in the academic sphere 
is a ‘social indicator,” pointing out the more general conditions of social 
life. But what explains the simultaneous upheaval within the two spheres? 
Why here, and why now? As I examined my own life, the experiences 
of those close to me, and commentaries on recent social history, one 
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answer stood out: technological change. The technological achievements 
of the past century have produced a radical shift in our exposure to each 
other. As a result of advances in radio, telephone, transportation, tele- 
vision, satellite transmission, computers, and more, we are exposed to 
an enormous barrage of social stimulation. Small and enduring commu- 
nities, with a limited cast of significant others, are being replaced by a 
vast and ever-expanding array of relationships. 

As I hope to demonstrate, this massive increment in social stimulation— 
moving toward a state of saturation—sets the stage both for radical 
changes in our daily experiences of self and others and for an unbridled 
relativism within the academic sphere. Beliefs in the true and the good 
depend on a reliable and homogeneous group of supporters, who define 
what is reliably “there,” plain and simple. With social saturation, the 
coherent circles of accord are demolished, and all beliefs thrown into 
question by one’s exposure to multiple points of view. This is no less true 
in academic matters of truth and objectivity than in our daily experiences 
of self. 

I make extensive use of the term postmodern in this book, as a way of 
defining the current conditions both within and outside the academic 
sphere. However, I’m not altogether happy with the term, which is also 
in broad currency within literary, architectural, artistic, political, and 
philosophical circles, and which has recently been carried over into pop 
culture. In part because the term fails to specify an essence (defining 
itself merely as “post’), its use has been multiplicitous and highly vari- 
able. And as a colleague has warned, the term is becoming so faddish 
that the “lounge lizards will soon move on.” Still, there seems to be a 
corpus of coherently related ideas and images surrounding the use of the 
term in many of these contexts, and it would be a mistake to let the term 
slip away before examining its fuller significance. In effect, I argue that 
what is generally characterized as the postmodern condition within the 
culture is largely a by-product of the century's technologies of social 
saturation. 

I am also uneasy speaking of “periods” or “phases” of history, or of 
cultural conditions in general. It is customary to write in these terms, 
but there is nothing that is written about periods, places, or cultures that 
cannot be discredited. One can always find strong emanations of the past 
in what is “new.” In modern literature or art, for example, one can locate 
evidence of romanticism or medievalism. And within every stasis, one 
may discern evidence of the new and novel. For the author of Ecclesiastes, 
“there is nothing new under the sun’; in the eyes of a Zen priest, one 
may find infinite novelty in a single petal. Further, there are always 
individuals or events that don’t fit the proposed patterns. By present 
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standards of interpretation, Vico, Nietzsche, Bakhtin, or the dadaists seem 
peculiarly out of place for their times. And for each individual who does 
fit the patterns of a period, we can always locate evidence to contradict 
the placement. For every rational personality there are seasons of indis- 
cretion, and for every profligate, periods of caution. 

Such inconsistencies in period and personal lives militate against any 
possibility of making “accurate generalizations” about our past or present. 
Thus, it is most appropriate to view this book not as a picture of the 
world, but as a form of lens, a way of seeing things. Its value will thus 
depend on its intelligibility, what its particular juxtapositions and jostlings 
provoke in the way of insight into self and social life, and how it resonates 
with or challenges the imagination. 

The size of this book could have been tripled with ease. Examples, 
elaborations, extensions, and caveats all cry out for additional space. (Once 
the lens is in place the entire world seems clarified and elucidated.) Yet 


it is one of the unfortunate implications of my thesis that indeed, the — 

vopulstion of these willing to read at length is Tapia do stows 
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delight in letting the thesis ramify across the range of their own experi- 
ence, and in locating personalized particulars of relevance. For those 
wishing to follow out various lines of argument in greater detail, numerous 
references wil] be found in the notes. 

In structuring the material for this book, three different ideas have _ 
played a central role. First, I have tried to construct each chapter more 
or less as an essay unto itself, hoping to give the reader a sense of coherent 
completion at each chapter's end. Thus, someone interested in critical 
aspects of personal and social life today could fasten on certain chap- 
ters, while readers curious about intellectual ferment in the univer- 
sities, or the historical background of these issues, might focus on 
others. At the same time, each chapter should stand in a resonant rela- 
Gon hy mothe here hee e a thesis of each chapter should ideally 
gain in intelligibility, dimension, and implications when read in light of 
its companions. 

Finally, there is the story of the whole, an unfolding logic such that 
thé carly chapters set the stage for those that follow. There is a mounting 
tension in the mix. To many readers I fear my story will seem like a 
journey into hell, as succeeding chapters cast one aspect of the Western 
sensibility after another into the void. However, the careful reader will 
also locate a more optimistic subtext, and thus, the concluding arguments 
can press beyond the abyss of despair. The final view is one of guarded, 
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but excited, optimism. To be sure, there are justifiable moments of la- 
ment. As an author I do not approach these materials with but one sen- 
timent (which is indeed a focal topic within the volume itself). As I hope 
to demonstrate, however, there is little hope that the past can be re- 


covered. Our best option, then, is to play out the positive potentials of 
——— 


this postmodern erasure of the self. 


I dedicate this book to a number of friends, playmates, and longtime 
associates who are part of much that I do, but whose presence there is 
seldom acknowledged in my professional life. Without their curiosity the 
book would not have been written. In many respects this is an “authorless 
text.” My arguments grow from the soil of longstanding debates and 
inquiries, volumes stretching across centuries, and exchanges with many 
students and colleagues over the years. Credit for authorship must also 
extend to the numerous friends and acquaintances who have shared as- 
pects of their postmodern life styles with me, most especially Diana 
Whitney, of Taos and Philadelphia, and Susan Huber, from the European 
Community. Without this generative context, these pages would have 
been filled with much less life. 1 also owe a special debt to my old friend, 
colleague, and sometime mentor, David Riesman, for he more than any- 
one else has demonstrated the possibility of provoking dialogue beyond 
the academic sphere. Certain individuals have also been of enormous 
help in furnishing detailed criticisms of the work. Margaret Stroebe and 
Barnett Pearce deserve my deepest gratitude. Richard Eldridge, Emil 
Walter, and Efrat Tseelon have graciously enriched particular sections of 
the book. Stimulating commentary and useful information have also been 
provided by Jerome Bruner, Esther Cohen-Doran, Laura and Stan Ger- 
gen, Jeffrey Goldstein, Justine Gudenas, Aubeigne Gergen Hickson, Bill 
Hollis, Gudmund Iversen, Sheila McNamee, and John Shotter. Regine 
Walter has invited a useful dialogue between the volume and the visual 
media. For their much-needed support at various stages of the book’s 
development I am grateful to Didi Beebe, Stephanie Dudek, Anne and 
David Gergen, Gunhild Hagestad, Linda Harris, T. George Harris, Rob- 
erta Iversen, Hanna and Arie Kruglanski, Anne Marie and John Rijsman, 
Wojciech Sadurski, Alan Siegler, and Wolfgang Stroebe. I am much in- 
debted as well to Dirk van de Kaa and the Netherlands Institute for 
Advanced Study, to James England and the Eugene Lang Fellowship 
Committee at Swarthmore College, and to Carl Graumann and Norbert 
Groeben at the University of Heidelberg for furnishing time and circum- 
stance to write without teaching duties. For their valuable input into the 
manuscript, from initial conception to final editing, I owe much to the 
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Basic Books crew, especially Judy Greissman, JoAnn Miller, David Fred- 
erickson, and Jen Fleissner. Lisa Gebhart, Ann Simpson, and Joanne 
Bromley have devoted many patient hours to producing the manuscript, 
and Bill Martin and Joe Gangemi have also furnished invaluable assis- 
tance. Throughout, Mary Gergen has been a continuous source of inspi- 
ration and support, more than anyone else foreshadowing the shift from 
self to relatedness. 
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ONE 


The Self Under Siege 


wd 

[= just returned to Swarthmore from a two-day conference in Wash- 

ington, which had brought together fifty scholars from around the 
country. An urgent fax from Spain lay on the desk, asking about a paper 
I was months late in contributing to a conference in Barcelona. Before I 
could think about answering, the office hours I had postponed began. 
One of my favorite students arrived and began to quiz me about the ethnic 
biases in my course syllabus. My secretary came in holding a sheaf of 
telephone messages, and some accumulated mail, including an IRS notice 
of a tax audit and a cancellation notice from the telephone company. My 
conversations with my students were later interrupted by phone calls 
from a London publisher, a colleague in Connecticut on her way to Oslo 
for the weekend, and an old California friend wondering if we might meet 
during his summer travels to Holland. By the morning's end I was drained. 
The hours had been wholly consumed by the process of relating—face 
to face, electronically, and by letter. The relations were scattered across 
Europe and America, and scattered points in my personal past. And so 
keen was the competition for “relational time” that virtually none of the 
interchanges seemed effective in the ways I wished. 

I turned my attention optimistically to the afternoon. Perhaps here I 
would find moments of seclusion, restoration, and recentering. No such 
luck. There were not only two afternoon classes, one rescheduled from 
the time spent in D.C., but more calls, an electronic-mail dispatch, more 
students, and a colleague visiting the campus from Chicago. At day’s end, 
should I by chance feel understimulated, my car radio and the cassette 


deck awaited the homeward drive. Arriving at home I noticed that the 
grass was overgrown and the house trim badly needed painting. No time 
for such matters, as there was also the day’s mail, newspapers, and my 
family eagerly waiting to talk about what they had been doing. There 
would be messages on the answering machine, additional calls from 
friends, and the television beckoning with twenty-six channels of escape. 
But how could I afford to escape with so many unfilled obligations for 
research papers, letters, and course preparations? In effect, I was im- 
mersed in and consumed by social connection, and the results were 
numbing. 

Perhaps teachers are more socially engaged than most people; com- 
munication is, after all, central to teaching and research. However, my 
state of social immersion is hardly unique; in fact, compared to many 
business and professional people, scholars are fairly insulated. The signs 
of global immersion are everywhere: 


°- A call to a Philadelphia lawyer is answered by a message recorded in 
three languages. 

- A business acquaintance complains that his weekly tennis group ex- 
panded several years ago from four to six persons because everyone in 
the group was so often traveling. This year they are adding a seventh. 

- I gave a short speech at a birthday party in Heidelberg last year. When 

I returned to the United States three days later, a friend on the opposite 

coast called to tell me about the guests’ reactions to the talk. He had 

gotten the gossip two days earlier via electronic mail. 

A newsstand near me offers no less than twenty-five different magazines 

on computers, word processing, and desktop publishing. 

* Over 20 million vacationers from around the globe now visit Disney 
World each year. (London’s Independent predicts that by the year 2000 
tourism will be the largest industry in the world.)! 

- A USA Today headline, “If you wonder where in the world to eat . . .”, 
is followed by detailed descriptions of top restaurants in seven countries 
from Europe to Asia. 


Lest we forget, not one of these observations could have been made even 
ten years ago. 


I grew up in a small North Carolina town. Except for the junior-class 
trip to Washington in 1952, most of my high-school classmates had never 
set foot across the state line. Even Chapel Hill seemed mysterious and 
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exotic if you lived fifteen long miles away in Durham. Letters were special 
events in most families I knew; family members might be drawn together 
for a reading of the precious lines. Long-distance phone calls were so 
rare that people would talk about them for weeks. Visitors from outside 
the state acquired the status of virtual royalty; visitors from abroad were 
almost nonexistent. The local newspaper and the three available radio 
stations concentrated heavily on local events—farm prices, state politics, 
the joys and sorrows of the Durham Bulls. If we had one important tie 
beyond the community, it was to Dixie, land of the proud rebellion, 
aristocratic gentility, and human letters, our cultural past. The problem 
was not how to keep up with an incessant parade of passing voices, but 
rather how to sustain a valued heritage. 

Yet even this tranquil existence seems chaotic if we turn the calendar 
back a few more decades. Recently I spoke with a neighbor who had just 
celebrated her hundredth birthday. She talked about her childhood, and 
the joys of a life based on a limited and unchanging set of relationships. 
As a child she knew virtually everyone she saw each day. Most relation- 
ships were carried out face to face, with visits to friends made on foot or 
by carriage. Calling cards were essential to signal one’s intention for 
connection. She remembered her thrill when her father announced to 
the family that an apparatus called the telephone would soon be in- 
stalled—now they would be able to talk to neighbors three blocks away 
without leaving the house. 

The contrast to my typical day at work makes clear that I am the victim 
(or benefactor) of profound changes that have been taking place through- 
out the twentieth century. New technologies make it possible to sustain 
relationships—either directly or indirectly—with an ever-expanding 
range of other persons. In many respects we are reaching what may be 
viewed as a state of social saturation. 

Changes of this magnitude are seldom self-contained. They reverberate 
throughout the culture, slowly accumulating until one day we are shocked 
to realize that we've been dislocated—and can’t recover what has been 
lost. Although some of these effects are directly disruptive, my chief 
quarry in this book is more subtle and elusive. Specifically, I wish to 
explore the impact of social saturation on our ways of conceptualizing the 
human self and related patterns of social life. Our vocabulary of self- 
understanding has changed markedly over the past century, and with it 
the character of social interchange. With the intensifying saturation of 
the culture, however, all our previous assumptions about the self are 
jeopardized; traditional patterns of relationship turn strange. A new cul- 
ture is in the making. 
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CHANGING CONCEPTS OF THE SELF 


[Concepts of the self] operate in the individual and in the society as 
functional realities which play a key part in helping to fix the bounds of 
that very human nature of which they are supposed to be a model. 

—David Bohm, Human Nature as the Product of Our Mental Models 


What is it about our characterizations of self—the ways in which we 

“make ourselves intelligible to each other—that is so critical to our lives? 

What makes changes in these characterizations important subjects of con- 
cern? Consider: 

It is a pivotal moment in their relationship. They have enjoyed each 
others company for months, but have never spoken of their emotions. 
She now feels a strong need for self-expression and for clarification of his 
feelings. But what is she to say? Her vocabulary of self-expression is large 
enough. For example, she might demurely admit that she is “attracted,” 
“stimulated,” “fascinated,” or “intrigued.” More boldly, she could say 
she is “infatuated” or “falling in love,” or, more riskily, that she is “in- 
toxicated” or “madly passionate.” Such terms as “soul,” “need,” “want,” 
and “lust” are also on the tip of her tongue. But how should she choose 
at this delicate moment? 

The question is all the more important because the fate of the rela- 
tionship stands in the balance. Each term of self-revelation has different 
implications for the future. To admit “attraction” is somewhat reserved; 
it suggests distance and judgments to be made. To say “stimulated” im- 
plies a more cerebral future. The terms “fascinated” and “intrigued” are 
comparatively dynamic, but still not very sensual. In contrast, to say she 
is “in love” could suggest that she is slightly irrational or out of control. 
It is also an expression of emotional dependency; to add “passionately so” 
might drive the man away. Perhaps he only wanted a good time. The 
terms “soul” and “lust” could carry the relationship in still different di- 
rections. Her expressions of self cannot be separated from their social 
consequences. 

In English, we have a sizable vocabulary of emotional expression; but 
what if various terms were abandoned? What if “in love’ were unavail- 
able? If one hopes to move toward a deep and committed relationship, 
the expression “in love” is very useful. It paints a picture of a significant 
future, and invites the other to take part. To say that one is “attracted” 
or “stimulated” or “feeling turned on” simply does not accomplish the 
same end. In effect, “in love” can achieve a form of relationship not easily 
available to its competitors. Similarly, the alternative expressions can 
achieve other ends—such as maintaining distance, or restricting the re- 
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lationship to the physical level—that “in love” cannot. To abandon any 
of these terms means to lose latitude of action in social life. 

By the same token, if we expand the vocabulary of self-expression, new 
options for relationships become possible. For example, there is currently 
no emotional term available in English sufficient for establishing a rela- 
tionship of periodic passion. If a couple wishes to see each other now and 
then, but they desire for these occasions to be “deeply moving,” they 
have no easy options for self-expression. The terms “attraction,” “stim- 
ulation,” and the like do not describe a deeply moving interchange. And 
to say that one is “in love” does not permit periodic absences to pass with 
indifference. As the vocabulary of self-expression is expanded, so is the 
potential repertoire of relationships. 

The Cambridge philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein once wrote that “the 
limits of language . .. mean the limits of my world. °? Thi ge... mean the limits of my world.” This insight carries 

` special validity for the language of the self. The terms available for making 
our personalities intelligible—terms of emotion, motivation, thought, val- 
ues, opinions, and the like—place important constraints over our forms 
of action. A romantic relationship is only one of an enormous array of 
instances in which our vocabulary of self insinuates itself into social life. 
Consider our courts of law. If we did not believe that people possessed 
“intentions,” most of our legal procedures would make little sense. We 
determine guilt or innocence largely in terms of intent. If you aim at a 
bear while hunting, and accidentally fell a colleague instead, you will 
probably feel contrite for the rest of your life, but may face no greater 
punishment. You didn't “intend” to slay your friend. But if you aim at 
the colleague and “intentionally” shoot him, you may spend a lifetime in 
prison. If we were to abandon the concept of intention—arguing, for 
example, that all our actions are driven by forces beyond our control— 
we would render the difference in aims irrelevant, 

Consider also the domain of education, and the difficulties that would 
face teachers if they could not speak/of students “intelligence,” “inter- 
ests,” “span of attention,” or “motivation.” Such characterizations of per- 
sons are the means by which students are singled out for special 
attention—both positive and punitive. They form the vocabulary by which 
students are warned and praised, and indeed, they are crucial to our 
educational policies. If we did not believe selves to be constituted by 
such processes as “reason, “attention,” and the like, our educational 
system might collapse for lack of rationale. Systems of democratic gov- 
ernance similarly depend on commitments of the citizens to certain def- 
initions of the self. It makes sense for individuals to vote only if they are 
presumed to have “powers of independent judgment,” “political opin- 
ions,” and “desires for social good.” Without certain shared definitions 
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of human selves, the institutions of justice, education, and democracy 
could scarcely be sustained.’ 

The language of the individual self is also woven into virtually all our 
daily relationships. In speaking of our children we rely on notions such 
as “feelings,” “temperament, “needs,” and “wants.” In marriage most 
participants define themselves as having “commitments,” “love,” “ro- 
mance, and “trust.” In our friendships we make frequent and important 
use of such terms as “liking” and “respect.” Business relations are suf- 
fused with words such as “motivation,” “incentive,” “rational,” and “re- 
sponsibility.” The clergy would have a difficult time dealing with their 
parishioners if they could not speak in terms of “faith,” “hope,” and 
“conscience.” To put the case more squarely, without the language of the 
self—of our internal states, processes, and characteristics—social life 
would be virtually unrecognizable. 


‘THE SELF: FROM THE ROMANTIC 


7 TO THE POSTMODERN ,, 
A alins (auto an ren 
The thesis of this bé8k is that the process of social saturation is producing 


a profound change in our ways of understanding the self. Cultural life in 
the twentieth century has been dominated by two major vocabularies of 


the self. Largely from the nineteenth century, we have inherited a_ro- 


eR es ey 


manticist view of the self, one that attributes to each person characteristics 
of personal depth: passion, soul, creativity, and moral fiber. This vocab- 
ulary is essential to the formation of deeply committed relations, dedicated 
friendships, and life purposes. But since the rise of the modernist world- 
view beginning in the early twentieth century, the romantic vocabulary 
has been threatened. For modernists the chief characteristics of the self 
reside not in the domain of depth, but rather in our ability to reason— 
in our beliefs, opinions, and conscious intentions. In the modernist idiom, 
normal persons are predictable, honest, and sincere. Modernists believe 
in educational systems, a stable family life, moral training, and rational 
choice of marriage partners. 


See acl shall argue, both the romantic and the modern beliefs about 


the self are falling into disuse, and the social arrangements that they 
support are eroding. This is largely a result of the forces of social satura- 
tion. Emerging technologies saturate us with the voices of humankind— 
both harmonious and alien. As we absorb their varied rhymes and reasons, 
they become part of us and we of them. Social saturation furnishes us 
with a multiplicity of incoherent and unrelated languages of the self. For 


everything we “know to be true” about ourselves, other voices within 
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respond with doubt and even derision. This fragmentation of self-con- 
ceptions corresponds to a multiplicity of incoherent and disconnected 
relationships. These relationships pull us in myriad directions, inviting 
us to play such a variety of roles that the very concept of an “authentic 
self” with knowable characteristics recedes from view. The fully saturated 
self becomes no self at all. 
To contrast with the modern and romantic approaches to the self, I 
shall equate the saturating of self with the condition of postmodernism. 
s we enter the postmodern era, all previous beliefs about the self are 
placed in jeopardy, and with ‘them the patterns of action they sustain. 
Postmodernism does not bring with it a new vocabulary for understanding 
ourselves, new traits or characteristics to be discovered or explored. Its 


impact is more apocalyptic than that: the very concept of personal essences 
is thrown into doubt. Selves as possessors of real and identifiable char- 


acteristics—such as rationality, emotion, inspiration, and will—are dis- 
mantled. 

As I shall propose, this eroding of the identifiable self is both supported 
by and manifest in a wide range of beliefs and practices. The postmodern 
condition more generally is marked by a plurality of voices vying for the 
right to reality—to be accepted as legitimate expressions of the true and 
the good. As the voices expand in power and presence, all that seemed 
proper, right-minded, and well understood is subverted. In the post- 
modern world we become increasingly aware that the objects about which 
we speak are not so much “in the world” as they are products of per- 
spective. Thus, processes such as emotion and reason cease to be real 
and significant essences of persons; rather, in the light of pluralism we 
perceive them to be imposters, the outcome of our ways of conceptualizing 
them. Under postmodern conditions, persons exist in a state of continuous 
construction and reconstruction; it is a world where anything goes that 
can be negotiated. Each reality of self gives way to reflexive questioning, 
irony, and ultimately the playful probing of yet another reality. The center 
fails to hold. 


Is such talk of “dramatic change” and “disappearance” to be taken 
seriously? After all, we speak about ourselves today pretty much the same 
way we did last year, or even twenty years ago. And we can still read 
Dickens, Shakespeare, and Euripides with a sense that we understand 
the characters and their actions. Why should we anticipate important 
changes now, even if we are increasingly saturated by our social sur- 
roundings? This question is an important one, and an answer is a necessary 
prelude to all that follows. 

Studies of the concept of self in other cultures and periods can begin 
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to show us just how fragile and historically pliable our current beliefs and 
practices may be. We find that there is enormous variety in what people 
accept as “obviously true” about themselves, and many of our current 
truisms are surprisingly new. Let’s consider some examples of this variety 
and change. 


THE CULTURAL LOCATION OF SELF 


Emotional meaning is a social and cultural achievement. 
—Catherine Lutz, Unnatural Emotions 


If there is one message writ large within the annals of anthropology, it 
is to beware the solid truths of one’s own culture. If we contrast our views 
with those of others, we find that what we take to be “reliable knowledge” 
is more properly considered a form of folklore. Consider the very defi- 
nition we hold of a single, autonomous individual. We more or less take 
it for granted that each of us is a separate individual possessing the capacity 
for self-direction and responsibility. We grant inalienable rights to indi- 
viduals—not to families, social classes, or organizations. Our moral system 
holds single individuals responsible for their actions, and not their friends, 
families, or professional associates. In our traditional concept of romantic 
Jove, the appropriate target is the single individual; to be romantically 
ena with several persons simultaneously is thought to be either in- 
conceivable or immoral. Oa ewa = ie 

Our view of the individual would be extraordinary in many cultures of 
the world, however. Consider the Balinese. As the Princeton anthropol- 
ogist Clifford Geertz describes Balinese culture, the concept of the unique 
or individual self plays but a minimal role in everyday life.‘ Rather, 
individuals are considered representatives of more general social cate- 
gories. It is the social category that is of critical significance in cultural 
life. In Geertz’s terms, “Tt is not... their existence as persons—their 
immediacy and individuality, or their special, never-to-be-repeated im- 
pact upon the stream of historical events—which [is] played up, sym- 
bolically emphasized: it is their social placement, their particular location 
within a persisting, indeed an eternal, metaphysical order.” In effect, to 
love or despise, honor or humiliate, someone because of the state of his 
or her individual mind (feelings, intentions, rationality, etc.) would border 
on the nonsensical. It is not the personalized individual to whom one 
relates, but what we in Western culture would view as the depersonalized 
being. Sage a Po 

As pointed out earlier, ways of talk are embedded within forms of 
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West, each individual receives at least one name that will identify him 63, OCO, 
or her for a lifetime. But for the Balinese, names are primarily used to woo 
designate the kinds of groups to which the individual belongs. Infants do 
not receive a personal name until 105 days after birth. Such names are 
used only sporadically to refer to the child, and once the child has reached 
adolescence these names virtually disappear from use. Other names dom- 
inate, which primarily designate social status. For example, there are 
names to designate the individual's placement in the birth order—Wayan 
for the firstborn, Nioman for the second, and so on. There are also kinship 
names that define the generational group to which one belongs. In this 


system one receives the same name as all one’s siblings and cousins within 


poene 


a given generation. 

One of the most prominent designations is the “tekonym,” a name that 
may change several times during one’s life. An adult who becomes a 
parent is called “Father of...” or “Mother of...” (followed by the 
child’s name). Later, when a grandchild is born, the person’s name 
changes again, to “Grandfather of . . .” or “Grandmother of .. .”, and 
once again if a great-grandchild is born. Meanwhile, status titles indicate 
one’s social standing, and public titles indicate one’s function or service 
in the community (e.g., postman, teamster, politician). 

This This socially embedded view embedded view of the sell the self is also revealed in relationship 
patterns. Because atterns. Because the social group is dp ie dental, relationships tend to be 
general and formal rather than specific and personal. We in Western 
culture, concerned with the unique character of individuals, typically pay 
more attention to the momentary character of our friends. We are con- 
tinuously concerned with how they are “feeling,” what they are “think- 
ing,” and so on. For us friendships often seem open-ended and suffused 
with potential; we cannot always predict where a friendship will lead. In 
contrast, among the Balinese, relationships are viewed as links between _ 
representatives of different groups or classes. As a result the relationships 
tend to be ritualized. Particular patterns of action may be repeated again 
and again, with only the cast of characters changing. Unpredictable out- 
comes are unlikely. Westerners carry out similar rituals with people in 
professional roles—doctor, garage mechanic, or waiter. (Yet even these 
ritualized relationships cannot always withstand the intense pressures 
toward personalization, as when a waiter introduces himself by first name 
to a table.) In Bali, according to Geertz, even the closest friendships may 
be conducted like well-mannered ceremonies. 

Not only the emphasis on individuality varies from one culture to an- 
other. So do assumptions about the makeup of a person. Consider the 
emotions, for example. In Western culture our emotional expressions can 
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usually be sorted into less than a dozen broad categories. We can legit- 
imately say, for example, that we feel anger, disgust, fear, joy, love, 


sadness, shame, or surprise (or we can use various alternative terms, such 
as saying “depressed” instead of “sad”).’ Further, we treat these emotional 
terms as representing biological givens, Thus we say that people inherit 
the capacities for these emotional feelings, and that we can literally “see” 
the expressions of these emotions in people's faces. Any adult who did 


not have the capacity to feel sadness, fear, or love, for example, would 


be considered psychopathic or autistic. 

Yet when we look at other cultures, we become painfully aware of just 
how ‘parochial these “biological givens” are. In some cultures, investi- 
gators find it difficult to locate any terms referring to “inner states.” In 
others, the vocabulary is very limited, including only one or two terms 
that Westerners would identify as emotions. In still other cultures, many 
more terms are used to depict emotions than are found in the West. And 
often when another culture does have terms that seem to correspond to 
our own, their meanings turn out to be quite different.’ 
of the most basic ingredients of the mature male psyche is a state called 
liget. As the anthropologist Michelle Rosaldo describes liget, it is roughly 
akin to the English terms “energy,” “anger,” and “passion.”® However, 
the state is not identical to any of these, nor to any combination thereof. 
Liget is a distinct possession of the male, and we in Western culture 
could scarcely imagine its expression among us. A young Ilongot possessed 
by liget might weep or sing or sulk. He might stop eating certain foods, 
slash baskets, yell, spill water, or demonstrate irritation or distraction. 
And, when liget has reached its peak, he will be moved to slice the head 
from a neighboring tribesman. Having taken a head, he feels his liget 


„transformed and transforming. His resources of energy are increased, he 
‘feels passion for the opposite sex, and he acquires a deepened sense of 
knowledge. Surely it is difficult for us to imagine that liget is basic to the 
biological constitution—that it somehow lurks within us, seeking expres- 
sion, inhibited only by artificial layers of civilization. Liget appears to be 
a construction of the particular Ilongot culture, just as feelings of romantic 
love, anxiety, and envy are constructions of our own. 


THE SELF THROUGH HISTORY 


Like anthropologists, historians take a keen interest in people's concep- 

tions of the self. For many historians, such explorations have an eman- 

cipatory aim. If we can comprehend the origins and changes in our 
s , er. aa ee ee 
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Western beliefs about the person, they reason, we can soften the grip of 
what is currently taken for granted. If what we take to be solid facts about 


human beings turn out to be by-products of a particular social condition, 
then such “facts” are more appropriately considered opinions or myths. 
Thus, they hope, historical awareness might release us from the prisons 
of our current conventions of understanding. '° 


Many historians find the Western preoccupation with the unique 


individual both extreme and restricting. How did our culture come to 


place such importance on individual selves? In one fascinating account 


of this development, John Lyons proposes that the centrality of the self ~— 
was largely a product of late-eighteenth-century thought.'’ Before then, 
people tended to view themselves as exemplars of more general cate- 
gories—members of a religion, class, profession, or the like. Even the 
soul, argues Lyons, was not quite an individual’s possession. It was , 
fabricated by God and placed in mortal flesh for a transient period. In 
the late eighteenth century, however, common sensibilities began to 
change. The evidence can be found in such diverse sources as philo- 
sophical treatises, biographies, confessional records, and tales of rogues 
and adventurers. 

Consider the reports made of travels to exotic climes. For centuries, 


argues Lyons, a traveler reported what anyone would be expected to 


report, speaking as a representative of everyone. But in the late eigh- 


teenth century, the manner of reporting starts to change. When Boswell 
describes his visit to the Hebrides, for example, he is attracted to the 
special details that move him personally. He writes at length of his in- 
dividual feelings and of why he is moved. It was during this period that 
people began to “take a walk to take a walk—not especially to get some- 7 
where. . . . Seeing became a confirmation of the self rather than a process 
by which the outer world of nature was understood. ”!? This is the con- 
ception of the individual self that has by now seeped into virtually every 
~ corner of Western cultural life. 

At the same time, the set of characteristics attributed to individual 
selves has also changed dramatically over the centuries. Once-cherished 
characteristics have vanished, and new ones have come to take their place. 
Consider the child, for example. Today we believe that babies are born 
with the ability to feel many emotions, but their capacities for rational 
thought are not yet developed. Western parents tend to believe that their 
children don’t demonstrate the capacity for abstract thought until they 
are over three years old. Įn effect, we believe that the child's mind must 
“mature. '? Yet as the historian Philippe Aries demonstrates, for much of 
Western history—roughly until the seventeenth century—childhood was 
not considered to be a state of mental immaturity, a state somehow dif- 
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ferent or separated from that of the adult.'* Instead, the Dutch psychol- 
ogist J. H. van den Berg proposes, the child was more typically viewed 
as an adult in miniature—fully in possession of adult faculties, but simply 
without the experience to make full use of them. ** Thus Montaigne wrote 
in his essay on children’s education that philosophical discourse should 
be introduced at a very early age—in fact, “from the moment it is weaned 
the child will, in any case, be able to understand philosophical dis- 
courses. © Later, John Locke stated that children desire “gentle persua- 
sion in reasoning, for “they understand it as early as they do language; 
and if I misobserve not, they like to be treated as rational creatures.” 
These understandings of the child corresponded to patterns of conduct. 
Montaigne wrote of a friend’s child who read Greek,,Latin, and Hebrew 
when he was six years old, and translated Plato into French before he 
was eight. Goethe was able to write in German, French, Greek, and Latin 
before he was eight, In the upper classes, reading and writing were 
common by the age of four; children were able to read the Bible and 
discuss complex matters of moral principle before they were five. Looking 
through the lens of contemporary beliefs about the “maturing mind,” 
such abilities border on the incomprehensible. 

Other historical work has examined cultural beliefs about motherhood. 
In modern times we tend to view mothers’ love for their children as a 
ee like our belief in a genetic basis Tor 
emotion. When a mother fails to demonstrate love for her children— 
abandoning them or selling them, for example—she seems something 
less than human. (Interestingly, if a man abandons his wife and children 
we generally do not see it as “unnatural.”) And yet, argues the French 
historian Elisabeth Badinter, it was not always so.’ In France and England 

~ during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the child lived a mar- 
ginal existence. Writings of the time demonstrate a pervasive antipathy 
for the infant, who was born in sin, often a burdening nuisance, and at 
best a plaything or potential laborer. For the poor, with no significant 
means of birth control or abortion, abandoning a child was common prac- 
tice. Clearly the concept of “maternal instinct” would have seemed alien. 

Indeed, in many circles, even nursing was considered a waste of the 
mother’s time. If a family was rich enough, the newborn child was often 
sent to the countryside for care by a wet nurse. Because of the poor care 
and the insufficiency of the wet nurse's milk, infant mortality was common. 


Such deaths were seen as routine, and the child replaceable at a later 
date; family journals show little more concern for a child’s death than for 


the death of a neighbor or even for the family's financial dealings of the 
day. As Badinter quotes Montaigne: “I lost two or three children during 


their stay with the wet nurse—not without regret, mind you, but without 


THE SATURATED SELF 
12 


great vexation. "° The concept of the mother’s instinctive love for the 


child, concludes Badinter, is a recent development in Western history. 


LANGUAGE AND ENCUMBERING THE SELF 


Today common sense tells us that people differ in their reasoning abilities, 
that emotions are powerful forces in people’s lives, and that it is important 
to be aware of a person's true intentions. Such assumptions represent 
“what we take to be true and universal about human selves. Yet, as both 
cultural and historical study indicates, all such assumptions about “what 
we are really like” are precariously placed—products of a certain culture 
at a certain point in its history. Can our present conventions hold up 
against the forces of twentiet -century technologies that are set against 
all “truths about the self”? 

At this point the skeptic may still reply, “Yes, such variations in belief 
and practice may be found, but Western cultural history is long, and our 
traditions of speaking and acting are deeply entrenched. Major change is 
unlikely.” A final illustration, however, should indicate the rapidity with 
which change can occur—even within the present century. Consider the 
following characterizations of the self: 
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Externally controlled Repressed a. S1 «Obora 
Depressed Burned out 

Stressed Paranoid 

Obsessive-compulsive Bulimic 

Sadomasochistic Midlife crisis 

Identity crisis Anxious 

Antisocial personality Anorexic 

Seasonal affective disorder Kleptomaniac 

Self-alienated Psychopathic deviate 

Post-traumatic stress disorder Voyeuristic 


These are all terms commonly used by the mental-health professions 
and a significant sector of the public in making sense of the self. Two 
features of the list are especially noteworthy. First, all these terms have 
come into common usage only within the present century (several only 
within the past decade). Second, they are all terms of mental deficit. They 
discredit the individual, drawing attention to problems, shortcomings, or 
incapacities. To put it more broadly, the vocabulary of human deficit has 


- ” — Å ny kai ae 
undergone enormous expansion within the present century. We have 
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countless ways of locating faults within ourselves and others that were 
unavailable to even our great-grandfathers. 

In many respects this spiraling of deficit terminology can be attributed 
to the “scientizing” of human behavior characteristic of the modern era. 
As psychiatrists and psychologists try to explain undesirable behavior, 
they generate a technical vocabulary of deficit. This language is slowly 
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Anatidaephobia: The fear that somewhere, somehow, a duck 
is watching you. 
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disseminated to the public at large, so that they too can become conscious 
of mental-health issues. As people acquire the vocabulary, they also come 
to see self and others in these terms. They judge themselves and others 
as superior or inferior, as worthy or not of admiration or commitment. 
(How much can you trust an addictive personality, how much devotion 
does a manic-depressive merit, should you hire a bulimic, can you cherish 
a hysteric?) Worse, as this shift in understanding occurs, a spiraling cycle 
of enfeeblement is set into motion. For as people come to view themselves 
in these ways, they also come to see the professional as essential for cure. 
And, as the profession is asked for answers to life problems, it is pressed 
into developing a still more differentiated and expanded vocabulary. The 
new vocabulary enters the culture, engendering still further perceptions 
of illness, and so on in a continuous spiral of infirmity.*° 

To be sure, mental-health professionals take on an enormous burden 
of human suffering. Few professions are so humanely oriented. Yet, given 
the spiraling cycle of deficit, we need to give serious attention to the 
means of containing the language. At present it is difficult to see the 
limits. Recently I received an invitation to mental-health workers for a 
California conference on addiction. “Addictive behavior is arguably the 
number one health and social problem facing our country today,” the 
announcement read. “Some of the leading clinical researchers in the field 
will present the ‘state of the art’ in research, theory, and clinical inter- 
ventions across the addictions, [including]: exercise, religion, eating, 
work, [and] sex.” A century ago people could engage in all these activities 
without questioning their mental and emotional stability. If immersions 


in exercise, religion, eating, work, and sex are questionable today, what 
will be left untouched tomorrow? The languages of the self are malleable 
indeed, and as they change so does social life. 


COMING ATTRACTIONS ^< 


a 


The stage is set. We play out our lives largely within the languages of 


romanticism and modernism. These modes of understanding ourselves 
and others are built into the fabric of our daily relationships; without them 
daily life would be unlivable. Yet we are now bombarded with ever- 
increasing intensity by the images and actions of others; our range of social 
participation is expanding exponentially. As we absorb the views, values, 
and visions of others, and live out the multiple plots in which we are 
enmeshed, we enter a postmodern consciousness. It is a world in which 
we no longer experience a secure sense of self, and in which doubt is 
increasingly placed on the very assumption of a bounded identity with 
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palpable attributes. What are the consequences? How are we to respond 
to the coming conditions? 
as To explore these issues, my plan is first to take stock of our cultural 


inheritance. What are the languages of romanticism and modernism, and 
a a 


SS 


what aspects of our lives do they sustain? I wish to explore the romantic 
language of personal profundity and to assess the difference it makes in 
human affairs. I will then contrast this view of the self with the modernist 
conception of humans as machines, a view set against the romantic back- 
drop but promising an optimistic and unbounded future. 

It is these beliefs about the self that I see as the major victims of social 
saturation, a process that I describe in chapter 3. This chapter contains 
no major surprises. Rather, my attempt is to survey broadly much that 
we know in piecemeal. I wish to draw together the many isolated moments 
of awareness into a single global picture of the technological change that 
increasingly insinuates itself into our understandings and relationships. I 
end this chapter with a discussion of the fragmenting and populating of 
self-experience, a condition I call “multiphrenia.” 

Critical to my argument is the proposal that social saturation brings 
with it a general loss in our assumption of true and knowable selves. As 
we absorb multiple voices, we find that each “truth” is relativized by our 
simultaneous consciousness of compelling alternatives. We come to be 
aware that each truth about ourselves is a construction of the moment, 
true only for a given time and within certain relationships. This argument 
is most fully clarified by profound changes now taking place within the 
academic sphere. Thus, in chapter 4, “Truth in Trouble,” I outline the 


ways in which the emerging multiplicity in perspectives is ū mining 


longstanding beliefs about truth and objectivity. Many now see science 
as a sea of social opinion, the tides of which are often governed by political 


and ideological forces. And as science becomes not a reflection of the 
world but a reflection of social process, attention is removed from the 
“world as it is” and centers instead on our representations of the world. 
Many now argue that these representations are not the product of indi- 
vidual minds, but largely of literary traditions. And if scientific truth is 
the product of literary artifice, so are truths about the self. 

_is paralleled by a rich set of trends emerging within the broader cultura 
realm. These trends—in art, architecture, music, film, literature, and 
television—are the central focus of chapter 5. Of particular interest is the 
loss of identifiable essences, the increasing sensitivity to the social con- 
struction of reality, the erosion of authority, the growing disregard for 
rational coherence, and the emergence of ironic self-reflection. Each of 
these trends, traceable to the saturation of society by multiple voices, 
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both contributes to and is supported by the breakdown of the knowable 
self, For as the sense of self as a singular, knowable set of essences is 
questioned, so doubt is cast upon the existence of other bounded entities, 
along with those authorities and rationalities claiming to speak beyond 
the limits of their parochial existence. And even these doubts become 
the victim of still other voices within. 

I extend these arguments in the next chapter, “From Self to Relation- 
ship.” Here I treat in greater detail what may be viewed as stages in the 
transition from the traditional to the postmodern sense of self. As the 
traditional individual is thrust into an ever-widening array of relationships, 
he or she begins increasingly to sense the self as a strategic manipulator. 
Caught in often contradictory ‘or incoherent activities, one grows an- 
guished over the violation of one’s sense of identity. As saturation con- 
tinues, this initial stage is superseded by one in which one senses the 
raptures of multiplicitous being. In casting “the true” and “the identifi- 
able” to the wind, one opens an enormous world of potential. As I propose, 
the final stage in this transition to the postmodern is reached when the 
self vanishes fully into a stage of relatedness. One ceases to o believe in a + 
‘self independent of the relations in which he or she is embedded. Al- 
‘though this is not yet a pervasive condition, I touch on several important 
indicators that it is imminent. _ 

At this juncture I indulge in two related explorations. In chapter 7, “A 

“Collage of Postmodern Life,” I consider several repercussions of the post- 
modern transition for daily relationships. Problems in intimacy, commit- 
ment, and coherent family life are all treated, as well as the implications 
for social movements of various kinds. I also explore the possible gains 
for the culture derived from the postmodern emphasis on “serious games.” 
In the next chapter I turn to the possibilities of self-renewal—that is, the 
prospects for the culture holding fast to its traditional views of self and 
forms of relatedness. 

In the final chapter, I step out of the storytelling role to evaluate the 


postmodern shift in self and relationships. While the book suggests many 


negative outcomes, there are also important exceptions. In this final chap- 
ter I attempt to let postmodernism speak on its own behalf, as it were, 


and to demonstrate why a certain degree of optimism is merited. Here 
I concentrate on the devastation produced by the modernist belief in 
truth and progress, and the liberating effects of postmodern pluralism— 

~~ both for the self and for world culture more generally. In the final analysis 
it is the technology of social saturation, and the shift toward postmodern 
existence, on which global well-being will depend. 
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Each cultural form, once it is created, is gnawed at varying rates by the 
forces of life. As soon as one is fully developed, the next begins to form; 
after a struggle, long or short, it will eventually succeed its predecessor. 

—Georg Simmel, The Conflict in Modern Culture 


A: language flows among us, so are life patterns fastened or freed: 


JaMEs: The bottom line is clear: we don't have any choice but to close 
down the plant. 4 < puns YeIUsourn è) wa 

FRED: I just don’t feel we can do that; it’s too heartless ion all those 
workers and their families. (‘nor Zl feelin 45) 7 


MakGE: Be realistic, Sam. If you don’t take more care of the baby, 42 \ 
my whole career is going to be ruined. (02 DP le as yL4ie 

SAM: What kind of a mother are you, anyway? You don't show one 
ounce of dedication or compassion to your own child—much less to 
me. [Wor d/ feel i” BS, etc.) A 

SusAN: You really are dumb if you buy that house, Carol. It’s in such 7? 
bad shape and you'll be in debt forever. (ko ITEE F PECA 1) 

CAROL: But Susan, somehow that doesn't bother me. There’s just 
something deep inside that comes alive whenever I think about living 


there. (ane 21 Feelin 4 s, Sates VESoHEY Lt 


In confronting problems of plant closure, marital relations, or buying a 


house, each of these individuals relies on powerful linguistic forms. If 
a ŘŮ M l G l 
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théy are heard, by ofhet OE oro the consequences Will be 
far-reaching—for workers, children, and the participants e A = 
Most important for our present concerns, these languages derive their 
power from shared conceptions of the self—who we are, how we are 
constituted, and how we should perform. These beliefs about human 
personality are mainstays of contemporary life; they are infused within 
all manner of relationships, propelling them this way and that. Without 
such beliefs, cultural life would lapse into nonsense, There would be no 
rationale for closing plants, working, caring for children, or buying houses. 
More specifically, these dialogues reveal two contrasting conceptions 
of human personality—both of enormous consequence to daily life. On 
the one hand, James, Marge, and Susan all rely on common beliefs in 
people as rational agents who examine the facts and make decisions ac- 
cordingly. James's stress on “the bottom line” presumes that mature 
people base their action on sound reasoning; similarly, Marge assumes 
they will consider the consequences of their actions; and Susan’s argument 
is powerful because of her belief that normal persons are both logical and 
practical. But if one does not share these beliefs about human nature, 
their arguments are insignificant. For Fred, Sam, and Carol, the ideal 
human being is not a creature of practical reason, but one who is guided 
by something deeper—moral feelings, loyalties, nurturing instincts, or a 
sense of spontaneous joy. Fred places the workers’ welfare above the 
bottom line; Sam feels that his wife is less than human in placing her 
career above her child; and Carol is willing to be guided by her inner 
“resonance with the house rather than by its physical condition. 


This chapter will explore these opposing conceptions is of the person. I # 
propose pose that the vocabulary of moral feeling, loyalty, and inner joy is 
largely derived from a romanticist conception of the self. Although it l cy 
reached its zenith in the nineteenth century, this view remains very much 
alive in the present world. It is a perspective that lays central stress on (7% 4 2 
unseen, even sacred forces that dwell deep within the person, forces that S+ >< 
give life and relationships their significance. Yet this conception of the 
person has fallen into disrepair in the present century, largely replaced G 
by a modernist view of personality, in which reason and observation are yédsom 
the central ingredients of human functioning. This latter view pervades £ 
the sciences, government, and business, and has made many inroads into oP S$ yY 
the sphere of informal relations. Both the romanticist and modernist 2£/7* ' 
traditions deserve closest attention, for not only are they among the most 


important of our lived vocabularies, but they form an important backdrop 
against which postmodernism must be evaluated. For, as we shall see in 


later chapters, postmodernism tends to extinguish the validity of both the 
romantic and modern realitie 
@ Lit» Comtyests of / UMEN PA, 
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DEEP INTERIOR 


The mind has a thousand eyes, 
And the heart but one; 
Yet the light of a whole life dies, 
When love is done. 
—Francis William Bourdillon (1852-1921) 


Reason and observation were admired long before the twentieth cen- 
tury; both had acquired lofty status during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The honor attached to reason can be traced, for example, to 
the writings of Descartes, Spinoza, Hobbes, and Newton. Using such 
writings as a springboard, thinkers of the so-called Enlightenment in the 
eighteenth century—Locke, Hume, and Voltaire, among others—placed 
central emphasis on the individual's powers of observation. The joint 
emphasis on these personal powers had enormous social and political 
implications. Authority by “divine right” or “divine inspiration” could 
most effectively be challenged through reason and observation. These 
ingredients of human nature ennobled the individual, and gave him (and 
more questionably her) the capacity for discerning truth and choosing 
appropriate action. This view of the self inspired democratic institutions, 4- 
a commitment to science, and the hope of broad education. Pejoratives 
such as “mindless,” “feather-brained,” “irrational,” and “feeble-minded” 

_continue to express Enlightenment values. l 

Against this backdrop, we can only marvel at the literary and artistic 
accomplishments of the romantic period. For during the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries the supremacy of reason and observation was @ 
challenged, and a new world was created—the world of the deep interior, 
lying beneath the veneer of conscious reason.! Wordsworth called the 
deep interior “a presence that disturbs me”; for Shelley it was an “unseen 
power,” and for Baudelaire a “luminous hollow.” Drawing from early 
Christian imagery, many romantics considered the central inhabitant of 
the deep interior to be the soul. This view linked the individual both to 
God and to the natural world of God’s design, making the individual both 
divine and natural in aspect. For romantics of a more secular stripe, the 
central ingredient of the deep interior was a was a passionate force, given by 
nature but dangerous in potential. And for still other artisans of the deep 
interior, the emotions and the soul were indistinguishable: passion was 
an expression of the soul, while the soul was suffused with emotional 
energy. 

Consider love. The concept of love had long been part of the Western 
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tradition. However, the particular meaning and significance of the term 
changed over the course of the centuries. Love during the Enlightenment 
was often a matter of gallantry and strategic conquest for the upper classes, 
while puritanism was making strong headway among the common folk.? 
From the Enlightenment perspective, strong emotions were dangerous, 
interfering as they did with a balanced life of sound appraisal. Thus, in 


the late 1600s, the famous courtesan Ninon de ]’Enclose wrote to her 
‘ a a u 


young lover, 


Shall I tell you what makes love dangerous? It is the sublime idea we are 
apt to form of it. But to speak the exact truth, love, considered as a passion, 
is nothing but a blind instinct that one must know how to appreciate prop- 
A} m- 

erly—as an appetite which directs us toward one object rather than another 
without our being able to aecount for our taste.’ 


Contrast this cool appraisal with Shelley's nineteenth-century sentiments: 


What is love? Ask him who lives, what is life. Ask him who adores, what is 
God. . . . [Love] is that powerful attraction towards all that we conceive, or 
fear, or hope beyond ourselves, when we find within our own thoughts the 


chasm of an insufficient void, and seek to awaken in all things that are, a 


community with what we experience within ourselves.‘ 
Or, consider Schiller’s lines dedicated to Laura: 


Who and what gave me the wish to woo thee 

Still, lip to lip, to eling for aye unto thee? 

Who made thy glanees to my soul the link? 

Who bade me burn thy very breath to drink, 

My life in thine to sink?” 
Not only do such lines define love as a powerful union of souls, but asking 
“Who?” suggests that the moving power is beyond conscious knowledge. 
That which truly moves us exists at a mysterious depth. 

Friendship, like love, was a matter of spirit. To be a genuine friend 
meant to be connected at the profoundest depths. As Keats wrote to his 
friend Benjamin Bailey, “I think you are thoroughly acquainted with my 
innermost breast in that respect, or you could not have known me even 
thus long and still hold me worthy to be your dear friend. ”® And Schiller’s 
poem “Friendship” contains the following lines: 


Did not [God's spirit] urge and guide 


Our hearts to meet in love’s eternal bond 
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Linked to thine arm, Oh Raphael, by thy side. . . ? 
Do I not find within thy radiant eyes 

Fairer reflections of all joys most fair? 

In thee I marvel at myself—the dyes 

Of lovelier earth seem lovelier painted there 

And in the bright looks of the friend is given 


Heavenly mirror even of the heaven!” 


Because individuals were capable of profound love, the loss of a loved 


one could engender profound grief. A high value was placed on the 
expression of such grief, because such expression gave voice to one’s very 
depths and was thus ennobling. Diaries of the period reveal strong ten- 
dencies to keep the image of the deceased present and pervasive, and to 
communicate with the dead through prayer and séance.* One might also 
look forward to one’s own death, because the immortality of the soul 
meant a possible union with the beloved after death. As William Barnes 

wrote in moments of deep grief, 


Few be my days of loneliness and pain 
Until I meet in love with thee again. 


Such possibilities were already prepared in Goethe’s early romantic 
work of the 1770s, The Sufferings of Young Werther. Goethe tells the 
story of a young man who is hopelessly in love with a young woman 
properly married to an older man. “She is sacred to me,” writes the hero, 
Werther. “All desire subsides in he presence. I never know what I feel 
when I am with her; it is as though my soul were whirling in every 
nerve.” Werther’s love goes unrequited, and after months of agonizing 


over the conflict between passion and morality, Werther takes his own 


life. The death, however, is heroic rather than futile. As Werther writes, 


my heart... is really my sole pride, and... alone is the source of 


everything, of all my strength, all my bliss, aad all my misery. ”?° Thus, 
to take one’s life becomes an act of self-realization. Werther goes on to 
attack the smug, sensible rationalists: “Oh you sensible people!” he ex- 
claims. - “Passion! Drunkenness! Madness! You stand there so calm, so 
unsympathetic, you moral people. You condemn the drunkard, abhor the 
man bereft of his reason, pass by like the priest and thank God like the 
Pharisee that He did not make you as one of these.”"! So popular and 
compelling did Goethe’s slim volume prove, it is said, that a wave of 
suicides followed its publication. 

Other concepts also came to populate the deep interior. The imagi- __ 
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Pa kaion was considered a prize possession, as it enabled one to escape the 
mundane givens of daily life. Early in the romantic period, William 
Blake raised serious questions about the significance of “mere experi- 
ence.” What was given to the senses was not important to one’s life, Blake 1+ 
proposed, but what was imagined was. For Blake, “Nature is imagina- CH) 
tion. . . . To me this world is all one continued vision of fancy or imag- 
Reactions” "13 Nor was imagination simply a peripheral aspect of human 
reason, as Enlightenment thinkers might have argued. Rather, for Blake, 
imagination was nothing less than a “spiritual sensation.” Keats extended 
much the same theme as he wrote, 


I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the heart's affections and the 
truth of imagination. What the imagination seizes as beauty must be truth— 
whether it existed before or not—for I have the same idea of all our passions 
as of love: they are all in their sublime, creative of essential beauty." 


Genius was another honored resident of the inner reaches. This was 
_not the genius of the mode rn age, indicated merely by a point toward 
-the end of an intelligence scale. Rather it was a capacity to ‘ ‘see to the 
heart” of things, to inspire voice, art, music, and the like through one’s 
insights: to impassion others with a sense of the sublime, As Schiller 
wrote, “Why are taste and genius so seldom . . . united? Taste of strength 
is gi E despises the rein.” And again, demonstrating his an- 
tipathy toward the cool logic of the Enlightenment thinkers: “Under- 
standing, indeed, can repeat what already existed, —That which Nature _ 
has built, after her she, too, can build. Over Nature can reason build, 
but in vacancy. . . . [G]enius, alone, nature in nature canst form.” A belief 
in forms of superior inner being was also inherent in Nietzsche’s philo- 
sophic writing. Nietzsche praised a form of “monumental history” that 
would threaten the banal complacency of present generations with his- 
torical accounts of truly great figures.'© He proposed as a model figure 
the Ubermensch, the superman who can integrate the chaos of the passions 

“and give them creative expressions in life works. 

The diaries of the time also provide a sense of the seriousness given to 
matters of psychological depth. For example, Delacroix wrote in 1824, 
“An interesting discussion at Leblond’s about geniuses and outstanding 


men. Dimier thinks that great passions are the source of all genius! I 
think that it is imagination alone, or, what amounts to the same thing, a 
delicacy of the senses that makes some men see where others are blind.” 
In the same diary entry he also dismisses reason, so blessed in the dis- 


aed 
course of previous centuries: “no rules whatsoever for the greatest minds; 
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rules are only for people who merely have talent, which can be acquired. 


The proof is that genius cannot be transmitted.” 


a call to action. On its basis commitments were made, lives changed, and 
deaths hastened. We have glimpsed the possibility of grief-stricken sui- 
cide—indeed so significant an element of romantic culture that one could 
speak ofa mal du siécle, a sickness of the century, characterized by anguish 
at the current decline of affairs and a search for death.'* But the romantic 
view of self could also lead to exaltation. Delacroix plunges into the “deep 
interior for inspiration: “When we surrender ourselves entirely to the 
soul it unfolds itself completely to us, and it is then that this capricious 
spirit grants us the greatest happiness of all. . . . I mean the joy of ex- 
pressing the soul in a hundred different ways, of revealing it to others, 
of learning to know ourselves, and of continually displaying it in our 
works.” ° 

It was just such beliefs that contributed to a major revolution in the 
artistic forms of the time. The neoclassicist emphases on exacting order, 
painstaking detail, subdued coloration, and frozen forms were abandoned. 
The concept of art as depiction or illustration of real-world affairs gave 

æ way to a concept of art as an external expression of inner feelings. The 
canvases of Delacroix, Gericault, Millet, Courbet, and others were often 
bold and vigorous.” Lively color or strong somber hues predominated; 
attention to detail was replaced by an expression of emotional content. 
The subject matter was often heroic, sometimes based on the works of 
romantic poets, Dante, or Goethe. The mysterious, fantastic, and morbid 
became familiar themes; pathos and tragedy were often celebrated. 

Of special interest in much romanticist art is the creation of what might 

+ be termed a presence of the absent. As we saw, the romantic discourse 
of self, created a sense of reality beyond immediate, sensory awareness; 
the unseen, inner depths were most substantial. Convinced of the reality 
and significance of these unseen-resources, the artist was faced with the 
problem of conveying them through a visual medium. How can one use 
purely sensory devices tq portray the reality of something beyond ‘the 
senses? 

The solution took many different forms. In England, J. M. W. Turner's < 
canvases placed the viewer i 
What is empty space for most artists became palpable substance in Tur- 
ners hands. Further, one sensed that something lay beyond the vapors— 


©) 


the midst of turbulent_mists or vapors. 


perhaps the sun, or a fire, or mystical beings from other lands. “The 


beyond” was thus the central subject matter of the paintings, but precisely 
weenie 8 ee 
what lay beyond was difficult to articulate. Other painters used different 
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# means to create the presence of the absent. The Pre-Raphaelites and Lhu z 
symbolists often painted realistic pictures of mythical characters, thus te WYZBS 
transforming myth into reality. The German painter Casper David Fried- rw. p om 


rich often included figures looking off into the distance, or painted land- h {sé 4 
scapes in which the viewer's eyes were directed toward a distant point pr 
itself not visible. One sensed “the beyond” but could never grasp its C aer- 
essence. In Norway, Edvard Munch sustained the romantic tradition in as ce 
his faces contorted by anxiety and anguish from an internal wellspring far Sage 
removed. j pre 


+~+— Music paralleled the visual arts. In many respects the music of both pairs 


the baroque and early classical periods complemented the Enlightenment (au 44 
emphasis on powers of reason. Much has been written about the rational + : 
-~ 7 h 
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fa) heuristics underlying the scores of Bach and Mozart. With such composers ẹni . 
as Beethoven and Schubert, however, the emphasis shifts toward the r 
world of deep emotion. For Beethoven music was ideally an Ausdruck 1 
der Empfindung, or an expression of feeling. (The Moonlight Sonata was (oT 
dedicated to his “immortal beloved.”) This view of music as an external (ENT 
expression of inner profundity came to dominate the scores of Brahms, oela c 
Schumann, Mendelssohn, Verdi, and Chopin. But romanticism reached Me 
its zenith in the works of Richard Wagner. Not only did feasts of emotion 
inspire his works (Tristan und Isolde was written in anguish over his 
unrequited love for the wife of a rich patron), but he conceived of musical 
passages as “careers of feeling.” The mythical and mystical were then 
given dramatic visual form on the operatic stage.?! 
Morality, religion, and mysticism also took on new dimensions during 
theromantic period. Debates on the moral good had long been part of 
the Western tradition, in religious, governmental, and scholarly circles. 
Prior to the romantic period the debate was often cast in terms of ra- 
tionality. That is, people were confident that the power of reason could” 
furnish answers to moral questions. If people could be trained to “think 
for themselves,” it was held, each individual could function as a respon- 
sible moral agent. As the deep interior of the self became a reality, 
however, the vocabulary of moral decision making began to change. 
“Moral feeling” or “moral sentiment” began to take the place of rationality. 
Moral action was not simply the result of learning to think properly. 
Rather, as Shelley put it, “the essence, the vitality of [moral] actions, 
derives its color from what is no way contributed to from any external 
source. . . . The benevolent propensities are . . . inherent in the human 
mind. We are impelled to seek the happiness of others.”?? These inner 
propensities were most frequently traced to the soul, at that time not 


considered to be a fictional aspect of self but a God-given fact of human 
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For many romanticists, the material world of the senses is far less significant than the 
immaterial and unseen. In Wilhelm Amberg’s Contemplation, the major drama is not given 
in the painting itself but in its intimations of the interior, 


— so <a 


nature. And not only did the soul furnish connection between the indi- 
vidual and God, but its immortal existence made fast the possibility of 
supernatural emanations. As de Guerin wrote, “The soul sees through 
dense darkness [and] understands certain mysteries. . . . It converses 
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with ghosts.” Thus the séance, haunted houses, and spiritual mediums 
became common fixtures of the nineteenth century,” 


No account of the romanticist vocabulary of the self would be complete 
without mentioning Sigmund Freud. Freud was a transitional figure be- 
tween the romantic and modernist sensibilities, and his significance is 
largely due to his ability to unify the opposing discourses. The background 


for Freudian theory was prepared by more than a century of cultural life. 


Not only had the deep interior of the mind become a matter of fact, but 


thinkers such as Schopenhauer had proposed a nonrational, dynamic cen- 


ter of human existence (“the will”), and poets such as Poe and Baudelaire 
had contended with the possibility of deep, inner evil. In this context, 
Freud could reasonably propose that the major driving force behind 
human conduct was essentially beyond the reach of consciousness. Largely 
blocked from direct expression, it wende its tortuous path to the surface 
through dreams, works of art, and distorted 1 reasoning or neurotic action. 

The inner resource was essentially the energy of desire, and more focally 
the desire for sexual expression. To be sure, the mysterious passions took 


on a modernist cast, now transformed into the quasibiological language 


of “libidinal impulses.” And where romantics found the inner reaches 
potently self-evident, Freud was moved by modernist demands for ob- 
jective evidence of the unconscious.” However, the romanticist drama _ 
of personal depth remained firm and the analysand of today continues to 
quest for a self of a century past. 


To summarize, much of our contemporary vocabulary of the person, 
SS s 


along with associated ways of life, finds its origins in the romantic period. 
It is a vocabulary of passion, purpose, depth, and personal significance: 
a vocabulary that generates awe of heroes, of genius, and of inspired work. 
It places love in the forefront of human endeavors, praising those who 
abandon the “useful” and the “functional” for the sake of others. It fosters 
a belief in deep dynamics of personality—marriage as a “communion of 
souls,” family as bonded in love, and friendship as a lifetime commitment. 
Because of romanticism we can trust in moral values and an ultimate 
significance to the human venture. For many the loss of such a vocabulary 
would essentially be the collapse of anything meaningful in life. If love 
as intimate communion, intrinsic worth, creative inspiration, moral val- 
ues, and passionate expression were all scratched from our vocabularies, 
life for many would be a pallid affair indeed. Yet, as we shall see, it is 
just this vocabulary that is threatened by the modernist view that follows. 
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THE RISE OF MODERNISM 
The sciences, pursued without any restraint and in a spirit of the blindest 


laissez-faire are shattering-and_dissolving all firmly held belief. . . . The 
world has never been more worldly, never poorer in love and goodness. 
—Friedrich Nietzsche, Untimely Meditations 


Somewhere toward the end of the nineteenth century, romanticist 
energies began to wane. It is difficult to determine precisely why. Cer- 
tainly romanticist raptures were poor company for the expansionist mar- 


kets of the Western world. The romantic view of the person was similarly 


displaced by burgeoning mass production, and may have seemed pre- 
ciously effete in a world of realpolitik and impending war. 


In any case, as Western culture moved into the twentieth century, 
there emerged a new form of consciousness most frequently termed mod- 


ernist. Much has been said about twentieth-century modernism, its roots, 


complexities, and variations. Analysts are scarcely unanimous in their 

views, and there are different stories to be told about architecture, the 

visual arts, literature, and so on.”° My purpose here is not to review these 
pay Pus ee 
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developments in detail, but to foreground several critical themes bearing 
the modernist conception of the person. 


O Science besedi on 


Return of the Enlightenment 


Love is a universal migraine 
A bright stain on the vision 


Blotting out reason. 
—Robert Graves, Symptoms of Love 


Although romanticism furnished a rich resource for cultural life, little 


about its vision was practical or levelheaded. As we saw, the very ideas 
of objective evidence and rational utility went against the romanticist 
grain. At the same time, however, the sciences were bearing impressive 
fruits. Medicine and sanitation were improving life chances, better weap- 
ons invited new conquests, and innovations in technology—electric 
lamps, washing machines, sewing machines, motion pictures, radio, 
motor cars, and then airplanes—promised a utopia on earth. Science was 

_antiromantic. It traced its lineage to the Enlightenment, to powers of 
reason and observation. In the same way that such powers had, it was 
said, lifted humankind above superstition and ignorance in the past, they 
were enabling scientists to do so in the present. The success of science 
ene Ii S EE TAE the cojentintltn systematic 
observation and rigorous reasoning. If these assumptions now seem mun- 
danely commonsensical, this can be attributed to the power and perva- 
siveness of modernist thought. 

Darwin's compelling thesis gave more support to the notion of seeking 
truth through reason and observation., For the most potent message of 
The Origin of Species concerned species survival. If weak species perish 
and the strong survive, what is the status of humankind? How is the 
human species to sustain itself in an uncertain and continuously threat- 
ening world? The most obvious answer to Darwin’s challenging question 
was science, with its cornucopia of technological by-products. Thus, in 
the early 1900s, philosophers—drawing on positivist thought from Bacon 
to Comte and James Mill—began to set out the basic rules for the gen- 

# eration of objective knowledge. In particular, logical empiricist se 


phers from Vienna to Cambridge proposed that successful science was 
based on rational forms of procedure. If the rules of procedure used in 
successful sciences such as chemistry and physics were applied more 
broadly, the world could be liberated from all that was mystical, erro- 


neous, and tyrannical—not only in the physical sciences but in the world 
| wm Lan T E f 
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of human affairs as well. The development of a broad array of “social 
sciences’ was thus invited—sciences that, as Bertrand Russell put it, 
would produce a “mathematics of human behavior as precise as the math- 
ematics of machines. =’ Rules for evidence and logical thinking might be — 
extended to the realm of everyday decision making as well. For would 
business, government, and military institutions not operate far more ef- 
fectively if they could base decisions on sound, scientific thinking?” 
So promising were the possibilities that by the middle of the twentieth 
a century_the philosophy of science (and its handmaiden, analytic philos- 
ophy) had eclipsed all other forms of philosophic inquiry. Such topics as 
ethics, theology, and metaphysics virtually disappeared from university — 
curricula. Such subjects failed to treat “observables,” and it was argued 
that any terms not tied to the observable world were empty speculations— 
# like the medieval disputes about how many angels could dance on the 
head of «pin. The gop solcneos Coie a a aT 
furnishes a good illustration—a century ago there was virtually no such 
science. Systematic concern with the mind was limited largely to a small 
band of philosophers and theologians. However, when the “study of the 
mind” was redefined early in this century as “science,” and its participants 
adopted the methods, metatheories, and manners of the natural sciences, 
the horizons broadened dramatically. By 1940 psychology was a major 
feature in most university curricula in the United States. By 1970 psy- 
chology was one of the most popular student majors in the country. As 
a friend remarked, “Given present rates of growth, by the next century 


we will all be either Chinese or psychologists.” BS 
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The Grand Narrative of Progress 
C... 


¿Can we doubt that presently our race . . . will achieve unity and peace, 
that it will live, the children of our blood and lives will live, in a world 
made more splendid and lovely than any palace or garden that we know, 
going on from strength to strength in an ever-widening circle of adventure 
and achievement? 


—H. G. Wells, A Short History of the World 


The optimism fueled by the neo-Enlightenment voicescontributed to 
what many view as the grand narrative of modernism. It is a story 
told by Western culture to itself about its journey through time, a story 
that makes this journey both intelligible and gratifying. The grand nar- 
rative is one of continuous upward movement—improvement, conquest, 


achievement—toward some goal. Science furnishes the guiding meta- 
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phor. Had science not demor ták K IN SHEE todefy © gern mend 
the lifespan, harness nature s energies, and carry voice and image through 
the stratosphere? Because of the individual's capacities for reason and 
observation, as expressed in the scientific attitude, utopias were now 


within our grasp.” To be sure, the narrative was more pervasive in the 
United States than in Europe. A Panglossian myth falls more easily on s 
the ears when world wars are fought and “won” on foreign soil than amid 
recurrent waves of destruction. Yet Europe was hardly immune to utopian 
possibilities. The modernist period was one in which it was possible to 
believe that because reason and observation can reign superior, a single 
form of government—democracy or fascism—or a single economic sys- 
might finally solve the accumulating 
and intractable problems dogging the steps of the species as it lurched 
through history. es 50 

The modernist narrative of progress was not limited to the sciences. 
Echoing Darwin, the British architect W. R. Lethaby wrote in 1918 that 
“design is a matter of progressive experiment, the working out of a prin- 
ciple by means of adaptation, selection, variation.”*! The Bauhaus school 
of arts and crafts in the 1920s attempted to create < an environment where 
workers in all the arts—architects, metalworkers, sculptors, painters, 
potters, weavers, and the like—could investigate the fundamentals of 
aesthetic design.” The anticipated result would be not the generation of 

iffering styles, but a general solution—an International Style. This con- 
cern with systematic, empirical investigation was also manifested in lit- 
erary theory. With the emergence of the New Criticism, Cleanth Brooks, 
John Crowe Ransom, and their colleagues abandoned traditional critical 
attempts to reveal the mind and heart of the author.” Rather, literary 
analysis was to be an empirica investigation, focusing on the internal 


structure of the work. 

In the domain of dance, classical ballet was scorned for its decorative 
formalisms, and the interpretive dance of the romantics seemed self- 
indulgent. Dance turned “modern” when, in one critic’s words, it aimed = 7—~ 
to “externalize personal, authentic experience.” And in the world of 
music, composers such as Schénberg and Stravinsky pushed emotional 
expression aside to experiment with atonality and twelve-tone technique. 

The audience of romantic music listened for the messages of the deep 
interior, for insight into the self and the mysteries of the cosmos. In 
modern music one hears an experiment in surfaces; the patterns of sound Ç 
form an invitation to celebration. Or in Schonberg's terms, music “should 
be a direct and straightforward presentation of ideas.” It was this same 
faith in reason to move society forward that lay behind Le Corbusier's 
volume The City of Tomorrow, in which he argued for the redesign of 
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urban life around principles of geometry. Urban planning as both a dis- 
cipline of study and a professional niche was born of this belief that reason, 
not politics (being antirational), should direct the course of urban change. 
Similarly, the profession of public administration emerged to champion 
’ the cause of reason over emotion, method over impulse, and science over 
art in matters of the public good. —— ie — TE 
-At the same time, a commitment to the grand narrative of progress was 
accompanied by a suspicion, ranging from disregard to antagonism, of the 
past—its knowledge, music, architecture, art, government, and so on. 
As Paul de Man expresses it, “The full power of the idea of modernity” 
was embodied in the “desire to Wipe out whatever came earlier. ~ With 
tradition thrown into question, the modernist was freed to build toward 
a deliberated future. Marshall Berman vividly portrays this elixir of a 
glorious future in his account of the public-works development in New 
York from the 1920s through the 1940s. In the spirit of modernism, 
Robert Moses, parks commissioner of New York, envisioned and then 


built some of the most monumental alterations of public space—and 


resulting life patterns—in human history. These include thé creation of 


Ce ee a 
Jones Beach from a swampy wasteland on the edge of Long Island, the 


Northern and Southern State Parkways through farmland to Jones Beach, 
the West Side Highway, much of Riverside Park on land largely created 
at the edge of Manhattan, Flushing Meadow Park in a marsh in Queens, 
and the Cross-Bronx Expressway It is the latter that Berman most bitterly 
regrets, for it cut through traditional close-knit, self-sustaining neighbor- 
hoods, destroying them and creating an urban jungle. But such regrets 
are for the reminiscent, (acthis was the he 30-6 New York World's 
Fair, dedicated to “Building the World of Tomorrow’ through scientific 
technology. 
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The Quest for Essence 


If we can discover some quality common and peculiar to all objects that 
provoke [the aesthetic emotion], we shall have solved what I take to be 
the central problem of aesthetics. We shall have discovered the essential 
quality in the work of art, the quality that distinguishes works of art from 
all other classes of objects. 

—Clive Bell, The Aesthetic Hypothesis 


If one aspires to truth, then there must be something for truth to be 
~- about: the very concept of truth demands an object. And if truth is reached 
NEVECOnCEp OET US NCGS ee 
through successive approximations, then the search for knowledge pro- 4 
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ceeds toward an-CSence a ONAE -in-itself, The concept kaf 
an essential unit of matter out of which the universe and all its conditions 
are constructed has a long history. That twentieth-century physics should 
rediscover the idea of the atom, the irreducible particle, is hardly sur- 


prising. However, the promise that reasoned observation will lead to the 
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truth is intoxicating. Any discipline laying claim to scientific methods 


“could also claim to search for its essence: the essence of the political 
process, the economy, mental illness, social institutions, foreign cultures, 
education, communication, and so on. 
The pursuit of the essential was everywhere. Following the vision of 
hn a 
the Chicago architect Louis Sullivan, for designers of everything from 
skyscrapers to chairs or forks, the watchword was “Form follows function.” 


ee d 
The hallmark of the modernist movement in architecture was the aban- / 


donment of all forms of decorative styling—rococo sumptuousness, Vic- 


torian gingerbread, neoclassic imitation, the elaborate symbolism of art 
nouveau—and its replacement by pure form. As the Bauhaus architect 


ee a aam 


Mies van der Rohe put it, “Less is more.” For generations of modern 


architects the key to superior design w vas practical, real-world utility. 


In Vineent Kling’s Du Pont Seience Building, at Swarthmore College, each unit houses a 
different department and passageways connect the branches of knowledge. With purity of 
line and no decorative interference$, form follows et 
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Modern dance abandoned the limited and stylized vocabulary of ballet, 
and sought the essentials of movement. For the dancer-choreographer 
Martha Graham, the guiding principle of expression was to be found in 

~ the act of breathing: for her contemporary Doris Humphrey, it was the 
dynamic conflict between change and stability. For later choreographers, 
dance ceased to be an expression or reflection of any other reality (in- 
cluding inner impulse) but was beholden only to itself. As Merce Cun- 
ningham phrased it, dance movement “begins to assume its own 
proportions.” T 
Under the influence of Stockhausen in the 1950s, music also ceased to 
4 “be about” the world or the composer—an expression, as Wagner would 
have put it, of unarticulated emotions. Musical notes were simply, as 
John Cage put it, “organizations of sound.” One could produce them 
electronically and experiment with their properties much as one would 
chemical elements..Musical composition could be based on a systematic, 
technical foundation. Since Stockhausen, this dehumanization of music 
has been aided by the use of mathematics, computers, and the electronic 
synthesizer. 

The visual arts similarly pared away the accumulated, formerly un- 
questioned forms of representation in search of the essentials. Consider 
the impressionist movement of the turn of the century. In their spirited 
disregard for realistic depiction and formal rules, Monet, Renoir, Cé- 
zanne, Manet, and their colleagues were much indebted to their romantic 
forebears. As the object of the painting ceased to control the techniques 
of depiction, however, artists were freed to experiment with the possi- 

ô bilities of pigment in itself. This concern for the capacities of pigment in 

itself was accentuated in the work of the pointillists, Seurat and Signac. 
However, what was then but a shift in sensitivities from “the object” to 

ae “the impression of the object” set the stage for a transformation of mo- 
mentous proportion in twentieth-century art. For, as artists from the 
cubists to the present increasingly asserted, art need not be pictorial; it 
creates its own reality—in Kandinsky’s terms, “pure painting” or “object 
free” art. This view liberated figures such as Mondrian, Klee, Albers, 
and Rothko to explore the properties ef color in itself. For Dubuffet it 
meant experimenting with raw materials as substitutes for pigment; for 
Pollack, dripping paint on canvas; and for optical (op) artists, investigating 
an array of disorienting visual effects. For the modernists the work of art 
was an essence within itself.” Or, as critic Clement Greenberg put it, 
each art is to be “rendered ‘pure,’ and in its ‘purity’ find the guarantee 
of its standards of quality as well as its independence.’ 

And finally, modernist poetry and fiction were affected. Echoing the 


architectural “Less is more,” a reverberating theme among poets was “no 
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unnecessary word,” It is thus that modern‘poetry stands in stark contrast 

to the emotional outpourings of the romantics. Similarly, the modern 

novel often casts aside richly layered descriptions of characters and their 

settings, and brings into intense focus the obdurate “facts of the matter.” 

For example, contrast the nineteenth-century adulation of the beloved 

quoted earlier with Ernest Hemingway's depiction of a lover’s departure 

in The Sun Also Rises. Jake’s lover, Brett, has just informed him that she 

is not going on with him but is remaining with the count (now off buying 

champagne). Brett says: 


“Don't look like that, darling.” 
“How do you want me to look?” 


“Oh, don't be a fool. I'm going away tomorrow.” 
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“Tomorrow? 

“Yes. Didn't I say so? I am.” 

“Let’s have a drink, then. The count will be back.” 

“Yes. He should be back. You know he’s extraordinary about buying cham- 


pagne. It means any amount to him.” 


Within ithin the modernist ethos it was appropriate that a newspaper reporter 
like Hemingway could turn novelist. Dialogue was essentially a dispas- 
sionate report of the “facts of the case.” The possibility of “deeper sig- 
nificance,” something beyond the given, was forced to the margins. *° 


The Metaphor of the Machine 


Our civilization is taking on . . . the_structure and properties of a ma- 
chine. . . . This machine will not tolerate less than worldwide rule. 


—Paul Valéry, The Outlook for Intelligence 


Rationality, observation, progress, and essentials—all of them mod- 
ernist leitmotifs—were congenial companions to the increasingly potent 
and pervasive image of the machine. There were plenty of reasons to 
honor the machine in the modernist period. Not only could machines 
generate enormous incomes for their owners and operators, they provided 
jobs—a solid foundation for the national economy. They were also populist 
in their ends, able to work for the benefit of everyone. The large machines 
of industry could place telephones, radios, washing machines, electrical 
heaters, and the like into virtually everyone’s hands. And each of those 
products was itself a machine, reducing labor and opening new and ex- 
citing opportunities. 

In important respects the positivist conception of “truth through 
method” benefited from the metaphor of the machine. Guided by such — 

a conception, fields of study could be viewed as “knowledge factories,” 
generating objective truths like so many sausages. Scholars still apply 
such terms as “productive,” “profitable,” and “prosperous” to research 
programs. Machine imagery also rippled across the artistic scene. The 
Futurists, such as Marinetti and Malevich, saw in the machine the energy 

—and strength sufficient for the construction of utopian societies. For cubist 

painters, human beings began to resemble complex mechanisms. Artists 
such as Léger, Feininger, Kandinsky, and Picasso began to fill the visual 
landscape with robotlike creatures. Similarly, when ‘Schlemmer was asked 

to design costumes for a ballet, the outcome was a stage replete with 
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automatons. In Paris the score of George Antheil’s Ballet Mécanique was 
intended to be performed by a machine.” 

The mechanical metaphor also left its mark on modern architecture. 
For late-nimeteenth-century designers such as Ruskin and William Morris, 
great art was the product of high moral intention. “Machines had no con- 
science, no soul; thus machine production \ was is inherently inartistic.* 


However, partly because of the major demands placed ọn architects by 


both industry and science, and partly because machines themselves were 
producing a variety of new and substantial building materials (e.g., stand- 
ardized metal and glass components), architectural thought became heav- 


ily mechanistic. By 1910 the design-oriented arts sand. crafts movement 
~ of Ruskin and Morris had been reconceptualized. It It was now “a movement 
for the stamping out of [crafted designs] by sound production n on the one 
“hand and the inevitable regulation of machine production and cheap 


labour on the other." For the Bauhaus g group, familiarity with the ma- 


chine was considered essential to all. aesthetic study. As Le Corbusier 
summarized the case of architecture, “The house is a machine for liv- f— 
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Fernand Léger’s modernist-mechanist view of Three Women. 
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THE RODUCTION OF MODERN MA 


In 1907 Dr. Duncan McDougall conducted an experiment to establish 

@ the objective existence of the human soul and to gauge its physical prop- 
erties. His procedure was simple. He obtained the weight of human 
bodies immediately before death, and just after. He found that during 
the process of dying, bodily weight was systematically reduced (by ap- 
proximately one ounce). What other conclusion was possible than the 
departure of a soul with a specifiable weight? 

Such a conclusion seems quaint to the contemporary sensibility; 
McDougall’s experiment was but an instance in the cultural transition 
from romanticism to modernism. Today we are little moved by romanticist 
talk of souls, but the modernist concept of human experimentation lives 
on robustly. If the physical world was subject to rational and objective 
scrutiny, and if progress could be made toward revealing the essence of 
art, architecture, and music, then should it not be possible as well to 
discover the basic character of human nature? 

The twentieth century, then, was finally to answer the ancient challenge 

——t~ of the Delphic oracle: Know thyself. This challenge has been the chief 
occupation of scientific psychology, and psychologists have contributed 
much to the modernist vecabulary of self. Modernist views of the person 
now insinuate themselves into all corners of cultural life. Much that we 
hold dear and significant about ourselves and our relationships owes its 
intelligibility to such endeavors. Let us consider, then, what the present 
century has done both to obliterate the romantic preoccupation with the 
deep interior and to replace it with the rational, well-ordered, and_ac- 


cessible self. . 


The True and Accessible Self 


In the social jungle of human existence there is no feeling of being alive 
without a sense of identity. 


—Erik H. Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis 


Science teaches that the world is composed of fixed and knowable 
entities. The same should be no less true of persons. For the romanticist 
the truly important features of the person lie beyond the bounds of ob- 
servation and cannot be ensnared by simple practices of reason. For the 


ea 


*N.B.: In this section I intentionally use sexist language, because as feminist scholars rightly 
observe, accounts of “human nature” in the present century have largely been accounts of 
amie nature. 
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modernist, however, “murky interiors” no longer compel. The The person is. 


there, open to observation—“What you see is what you get’ “and ifyou if you 
apply systematic powers of reason and observation you can know what 


sort of character you are dealing with. In the case of political figures— 
the Roosevelts, Churchill, de Gaulle, Dewey, and the like—one had a 
“sense of the man.” Each possessed a firm and recognizable character. — 
Even such popular entertainers as Jack Benny, Bob Hope, and Bing 
Crosby seemed to be “known.” One expected that Jack Benny’s life on 
the air did not differ distinctly from his life at home—surely Rochester 
and the violin were always there. By the same token, one could make 
relatively severe judgments about “goodness of character.” There were 
the “honest” and the “dishonest,” the “brave” and the “cowardly,” the 
“moral” and the “wicked.” There was no doubt that Will Rogers, Al- 
bert Einstein, Joe Louis, Doc Blanchard, Mahatma Gandhi, and Albert 
Schweitzer were “good guys. ” They were model human were model human beings through 
and through. And they were to Ge-contrasted with Dillinger and Capone, 
Laval and Mussolini, and of course the figure who “proved” the modernist __ 
thesis of basic character—Adolf Hitler. ey i ee 

“tithe tterary- realm the sense of drama was often created by either 
the “growth” or the “revelation” of the protagonist's true nature. In Faulk- 
ners The Bear, Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, and Hemingway s Old Man 
and the Sea, for example, the reader is caught up in the emergence of # 
identity—the events leading to the crystallization of self. We learn how_ 
itis that persons come to be the individuals they truly are, In contrast, 
Miller's Death of a Salesman, O'Neill's Long Day's Journey into Night, 
and Williams’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof gain their dramatic impact by 
__ removing the trappings of a positive identity to reveal the true but dis- 
~~ creditable e character behind. 8 As the sociologist Kurt Back proposes, the 

“central attraction” of the mystery story in modern times is “the pene- 
tration of the unsuspected possibility of the other person.” The mystery 
relies on the reader's belief that there is “a truth about persons” and that 
it may be revealed by a thorough examination of the details of life. 

It was psychologists who undertook the task of illuminating the nature 
of the basic self. The systematic application of reason and observation was 
to make “man’s nature” known to “himself’”—to generate fundamental 
knowledge of the knowledge-maker’s foundations. Many attempted first 
to isolate and study basic “mechanisms” within “lower organisms,” and 
then to move slowly to an understanding of human complexity. Thus, 
based on research with pigeons, rats, and primates, works began to appear 
with titles of staggering promise. B. F. Skinner's The Behavior of Or- 
ganisms, Clark Hull's Principles of Behavior, and Edward Tolman’s Pur- 
posive Behavior in Animals and Men were among the most influential. 
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Bei lia l ue 7 d it disturbing that the scholarly world could believe 
+ the fundamentals of human nature could be laid bare by the antics of a 

small number of laboratory animals. Yet in the same way that experiments 

on souls were convincing to a romanticist mentality, so in the heyday of 

modernism the mind of man could be revealed by the behavior of the rat 

at a choice point. 

# Particularly for American psychologists, the image of the machine pro- 
vided the dominant metaphor of the person. For if only the material world 
can be observed, then the knowledge of persons we seek must be the 
knowledge of material. And if machines are the most complex, powerful, 
and adaptive constructions of material known to man, then human beings 
must certainly be machinelike in their functioning. In this way it became 
comfortable to speak of “structures of thought,” “perceptual mecha- 
nisms,” “attitude structure,” “association networks,” the “stamping in” of 
habits, and so on. Each phrase connoted a being with a mechanical es- 
sence.” Much the same picture is repeated today in the cognitive sciences; 
the major change is in the form of machine. At present the mind is said 

Te fo operate like a “dinky compute! computer —an effective and sophisticated “com- 
putational device,” but no e,” but no match for the fast machines. As the cognitive 
psychologist Ulrich Neisser points out, “The computer provided a much- 
needed reassurance that cognitive processes were real.”** The computer 
metaphor is now placed into living practice in forms of cognitive therapy, 
“deprogramming” techniques, and “mind-building” computer toys for 
children. * 

The immense attention devoted today to “cognitive processes’ reveals 

a further dimension of the modernist view: man’s essence is rational. 
Consider the fate of psychoanalysis in the present century. Freud's caul- 
dron of seething and repressed motivational forces, so central to the 
romantic definition of the person, slowly dropped from view, In its place 
the ego, the beleaguered and obfuscated center of rationality for Freud, 
gained centrality. Among Freud’s successors, Adler placed strong em- 
phasis on conscious choice, Horney proposed that people can rationally 
conduct their own self-analysis, and Harry Stack Sullivan replaced psy- 
chosexual development with cognitive development as the central form- 
ative influence. With the advent of modernism, the torso was essentially 
severed at the waist, as ego psychology,” “object relations,” and Kohut’s 
“self-psychology” took over. Major problems were no longer buried so 
deeply within, but were typically attributed to the more accessible realm 
of thought. Perhaps the capstone theory of rationality was provided by 

(AD the scholar andt therapist George Kelly. For Kell 


y, emotional driv es played _ 


no role whatsoever in human behavior. Rather, the ideal individual func- 
‘tioned exactly like a mature scientist, observing, categorizing, and testing 
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hypotheses. “When we speak of man-the-scientist,” wrote Kelly, “we are 
speaking of all mankind and not merely a particular class of men who 
have publicly attained the stature of ‘scientists.’ ”™ As a modernist, Kelly 
peered carefully into human nature, and lłlo— discovered a scientist. ®”! œ 

It is true that within therapeutic circles the machine metaphor was not 

widely prevalent. The assumption of basic essence was steadfast, however, 
and therapeutic theories and practice simultaneously revealed the positive 
value attached to this essence. Not simply did humans have an essence, 
but failing to possess one was tantamount to illness. Therapy functioned 
to build or restore essence. To illustrate, Erik Erikson proposed that the 
major achievement of normal development was a firm and fixed “sense 
of identity.”>? To cast about in a state of “identity diffusion” was to fail in 

/ the basic task of personality development. For Carl Rogers the quest for — 
essence took the form of “becoming the self one fully is.” If others set 
conditions on their love, the victim begins to set conditions on the ac- 
ceptance of self. The therapist's task is to restore a full sense of self-7-—+ -7 
acceptance to the individual. Most existential therapists attempted to 
restore the individual's capacity for conscious choice—to establish the 


center of active _center of active being.” : 
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a) Manufacturing the Individual 
< a behavior is learned; precisely that behavior which is widely felt 


and characterizes man as a rational being, or as a member of a particular 
nation or social class, is learned rather than innate. 


—John Dollard and Neal E. Miller, Personality and Psychotherapy 


Ø If modern man possesses an essence, how are we to understand its 
origins? For the romanticist, such things as passion, genius, inspiration, Z,” 
and the like were largely inbor rn, inherent in the natural instincts of the / erot 


num 


individual. As romanticism waned, however, such explanations fell into 
disrepute. Tie The modernist im: image of scientific progress offered an alter- 7% 
native solution: if knowledge of the Makli is s built up through observation, 


as science makes apparent, then i uman behavior largely the 


result of external input? If we are rational creatures, we pay attention to 


“ ao 


the world and adjust our actions accordingly; thus, human actions must 
largely result from happenings in the surrounding world. In short, it is Ale bi 
not by virtue of heredity that we are who we are, but by observation he rediÉg 
the environment. 
Freud may again be singled out for his significance in the transition 
t Ex Ev icléson, ENE fixed 
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fron Gh Ardd to Una modern. The driving force behind all action, 
P the energy of the id, was present at birth. However, this conception was 
coupled with a concern for the relationship of the child to his parents. 
# The debilitating repression of the id was largely the result of prohibitions 
and restraints (e.g., castration threats) within the family. In effect, en- 
vironmental forces bottled up the natural wellsprings of behavior; sickness 
was environmentally induced. 
__ This same romanticist view of naturally good human beings corrupted 
by environmental conditions was carried on in the works of Erich Fromm, 
Karen Horney, and Carl Rogers. For each of them, social conditions were 
the causes of neurosis. This view lingers in more recent work on depres- 
sion, in which depression is not seen as a natural or instinctive urge (as 
“melancholia” was for the romantics) but rather, as Seligman proposes in 
his popular volume Learned Helplessness, as the result of conditions in 
which one cannot exercise rational control over events.” 
In the clinic, the environmentalist views led to techniques of “behavior 
__L modification.” Problems such as phobias, homosexuality, depression, and 
the like were equivalent to malfunctions of machines. The therapist in 
this case operated much as a mechanic repairing a broken Maytag. For 
example, if the client wished to rid himself of his homosexual appetite, 
he might be seated at an apparatus delivering electric shocks when pic- 
tures of naked males appeared, but relief from shock when the female 
form was shown. Such primitive treatment was later replaced by tech- 
niques in which people learned to relax in situations previously found 
threatening (airplanes, elevators, tall ] buildings). For Freudian romantics, 
Æ) therapy required nothing less than total reconstruction of the psyche; — 
ceasing to believe in “psychic depth,” modernist therapists were free to 
tinker with the machinery at hand. Problems were to be confronted and 
solved, often with but a handful of treatment sessions. 
In the psychological laboratory, environmentalist leanings were even 
more pronounced. Research on learning played a pivotal role. Laboratory 
F studies focused on a wide range of behavior—aggression, altruism, the 
understanding of self and others, memory, motivation, obedience, and 
the like—and in each case attempted to bring the behavior under ex- 
perimental control. These behaviors were thought to be produced by 
environmental inputs; understanding the effects of various inputs in the 
laboratory would enable society to gain control over its destiny. These 
optimistic views also influenced advice given to the general public: In 
the case of child rearing, for example, parents were informed of the 
lifelong effects of their behavior on their children. 
J. B. Watson, the “founder of behaviorism,” proposed that it is through 
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early learning experiences in the home that adult personality is formed. @ 


In a popular guide for parents, Watson wrote: T — 


It is especially easy to shape the emotional life at this early age. l might 
make this simple comparison: the fabricator of metal takes his heated mass, 
places it upon the anvil, and begins to shape it according to patterns of his 
own. Sometimes he uses a heavy hammer, sometimes a light one, sometimes 
he strikes the yielding mass a mighty blow, sometimes he gives it just a 
touch. So inevitably do we begin at birth to shape the emotional life of our 
children. The blacksmith has all the advantage. If his strokes have been heavy 
and awkward and he spoils his work, he ean put the metal back on the fire 
and start the process over. There is no way of starting over again with a child. 
Every stroke, be it true or false, has its effect. The best we ean do is to 
~~ conceal, skillfully as we may, the defects of our shaping.” 


— 


O Beliefs in the environmental production of personality were hardly 
limited to the Tearning laboratory. Industrial psychologists proposed im- 
proving worker output by altering environmental conditions. In this view, 
which Frederick Taylor called “scientific management,” the worker is no 
less a machine than the machines with which he works.” And just as 
machines require inputs of electricity, oil, and gas to operate effectively, 
so workers require specifiable intensities of illumination, air tempera- 
tures, noise levels, rest pauses, and so on. Although the crude techniques 
of early scientific management have largely been abandoned, the mod- 
ernist image of human organizations as machines continues to be reflected 
both in Simon and March's Nobel Prize-winning view of organizations 
as information-processing brains and in cybernetic theories of organiza- 
tional life (complete with feedback mechanisms and automatonlike self- 
structuring). 

Images of producing people also underlay many social practices of the 
times. Consider the behaviorist overtones of a popular child-rearing man- 
ual, Jacob Azerrad’s Anyone Can Have a Happy Child: 


Children’s behavior, good or bad, is directly related to the consequences of i 
that behavior. . . . It doesn’t matter to children whether they're being re- 
warded for behavior adults think is “bad” or “good.” In either ease, the 

4- rewarded behavior is likely to continue. It’s up to the parents to be selective 
about the kind of behavior that receives attention,” 


Youth training was also favored by the environmentalist view. Parental 
efforts to construct good character were to be supplemented by organi- 
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ede such as Nes ae Scouts, Girl Scouts, ke YM and YWCA, the 4- 


H Club, Daughters of the American Revolution, Daughters of the Con- 
federacy, Bible schools, and summer camps. Nothing less was at stake 


¢ than the production of personality and thus societv. 


t Production oS- Persoal ity £ 


thus Society- 
Personality and the Autonomous Individual 


In healthy people [motivation] usually is autonomous of its origins. Its 

function is to animate and steer a life toward goals that are in keeping 

with present structure, present aspirations, and present conditions. 
—Gordon W. Allport, Personality and Social Encounter 


If machine imagery lies at the center of modernist conceptions of the 
_person, then autonomous reliability should be the hallmark of the mature 
man. The well-designed machine resists deterioration and functions re- 
liably; in the same way, if properly molded by family and society, the 
-mature person will be “self- directing,” “solid,” “trustworthy,” = 
#/ tent. ent.” To know him is to know what to expect of him. His words wi 


an authentic expression of what he truly i is—now and in the future.” E 


modernist man is genuine rather than phony, principled rather than cra- 

- ven, and stable rather than wavering. En cn | 
~~ A focal text of the 1950s, David Riesman’s Lonely Crowd both captured 
the modernist spirit and foresaw its demise. Riesman distinguished among 
several major character types, including the inner-directed and the other- 
directed. The former type was essentially an image of modernist man; his 


“source of direction . . . is ‘inner’ in the sense that it is implanted early 
in life by the elders and directed toward . . . inescapably destined 


goals.”®! The behavior of the inner-directed man was controlled by a 

Mey “psychological gyroscope . . . set by parents and other authorities,” which 
l keeps him on course, “capable of maintaining a delicate balance between 

the demands upon him of his goal in life and the buffetings of his external 


environment. © However, it is the emergence of the other-directed man 
that most concerns Riesman, for he is without an internal guide; rath 

his actions are forever guided by the immediate social surroundings. 
Riesman’s antipathy for the e other-directed individual is revealed in his 
choice of descriptions: “superficial,” a “conformist” who “submits to the 


power of the group” and who possesses an “insatiable—need for ap- 
proval.”® This is a modernist evaluation of what we shall find to be the 


early emanations of the postmodern mentality. 
Similar championing of the reliable, self-contained, machine-produced 
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man permeates the psychological literature of the day. While purporting 


to be “value-free,” scientific descriptions inevitably harbor and sustain 
the values of their proponents. Thus, it is no accident that during the 
¢ hegemony of modernism, psychological research painted a consistently 
bleak picture of the individual without “the courage of his convictions,” 
“strong moral fiber,” “commitment,” or “consistency.” For example, in 


Solomon Asch’s classic experiments on social conformity, research sub- 
jects were asked to judge the relative length of various lines.” Often the 
agreed unanimously 


other participants in the study—all well rehearsed 
that what was obviously the shorter of two lines was the longer. When it 
was time for the real subjects to express their opinions, they frequently 
agreed to the unanimous but incorrect decisions of the group. This be- 
havior was branded “conformity” by Asch and the profession more 
broadly, and equated with the sheeplike complicity of those failing to 
speak out against Nazism. The implicit value posture posture of such research is 
revealed when one considers other, equally appropriate descriptions— 
the subjects’ actions could also be called “socially sensitive,” “socially 
integrated,” or “harmony-seeking.” But in a period when ‘ ‘standing up 
for your own beliefs” was cherished, such descriptions were never seri- 
ously considered. 

Researchers at Yale University similarly sought to find out why peo- 
ple are gullible to propaganda messages. Why could they not think 
through the evidence on their own and stick to their convictions? (Note 
that if the messages provided “real information,” gullibility would not be 
gullibility but “adaptive learning.”) Extensive investigation revealed ee ) 
major source of such degraded behavior: flawed personality, If people 
possessed basic self-confidence, researchers concluded, they might resist 
the silver-tongued devils of the world.© The attitude-change specialist 
William MéGuire went on to formulate an “inoculation theory,” the aim 
of which was to “inoculate” people against what must presumably have 
been seen as the “disease” of vulnerability to others’ opinions.” 

Perhaps the most powerful tribute to the rhetoric of autonomous and 
enduring dispositions was furnished by the personality- and mental-test- 
ing movements. If one could assume that persons possess machinelike <A 


essences, located not too far from the surface, then it should be possible 
to measure them. And if these essences can be measured, it should be 
possible to explain all manner of behavior and to predict the future of 
persons and societies. Just such presumptions inspired Theodor Adorno 


. enn . ry 3 $ 
and his Berkeley colleagues to measure the authoritarian personality.” 
Using a pastiche of scales and correlations, they profiled an individual 


who was intellectually rigid, obedient to authority, and ethnocentric. 
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Precis€ly this type of personality, they reasoned, not only was responsible _ 
for Nazism in Germany but is racially prejudiced in the United States. 
@ In effect, evils in the world were traceable to evil essences. 

By the same token, positive actions could be traced to stable disposi- 
tions. For example, the Harvard psychologist David McClelland proposed 
that a nation’s economic prosperity is largely due to individual personality 
types characterized as high in achievement motivation. Large-scale test- 
ing was used to fortify the speculation and to. generate information about 

Ak the kinds of child-rearing practices that fostered such stable tendencies. 
In n addition, McClelland and his colleagues mounted programs to assist 
economically disadvantaged nations, such as India, in developing this 
economically essential personality trait. With the “tight stuff,” it was 
reasoned, the future of Indian well-being might be improved. One 
senses in this work the fascination of the grand narrative of progress. 


This same belief laid the foundations for what later became the mental- 


testing industry. Based on the assumption that people are basically con- 
yw sistent or stable through time, that their essences will manifest themselves 
like a fingerprint or a birthmark, personality tests have flowered across 
the land. The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), the 
Strong Vocational Interest Test, the Stanford-Binet and Wechsler intel- 
ligence tests, and the Edwards Personality Preference Inventory (EPPI) 
are among the most widely used. There are also tests to measure lead- 
ership abilities, chronic depression, stress level, cognitive complexity, 
coping abilities, creativity, self-esteem, and a vast array of other “basic 
characteristics.” By now most of the adult population in the United States 
has been subjected to mental tests, for they are viewed as more or less 
reliable gatekeepers or watchdogs for determining entry into or exclusion 
from school, jobs, military service, government service, and more. Even 
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)—so powerful as a national sorting 
/ device in the United States—benefits from the mystique that it measures 
a solid and enduring core. If it were not so—if such tests were perceived 
only to be indicators of transient moods, whims, or posturings—they 
would be of scant interest. 

Yet the means by which such tests demonstrate the “internal traits” of 
the person is as interesting as it is misleading, At the onset, no one knows 
what causes people to place various ses people to place various markings i in various patterns on paper. 
No one has observed “interior essences, and in terms of evidence one 
would be equally justified to announce that test scores were caused by 
“spontaneous creative urges,” “a torrent of insights,” or even “God's 
hand.” Yet, consistent with the modernist “ethos, th the tests are said to 
measure mental dispositions. The measure is “then used for predictive 
purposes—grades in college, occupational success, amenability to ther- 


K Large Seale Motivation 


b THE 
SATURATED SELF ; 7 ' 
achievement flgo $1 UVertlon tz r Ei 


NN oe 


“ 
7 


apy, success in marriage, and the like. To be sure, such scores can be 
useful for predictive purposes. An individual with marked indicators of 
schizophrenia on various tests is not likely to make a good job candidate 
or marriage partner. ‘Students in the lowest 20 percent on the SAT are 
not likely to graduate from Harvard. 


Such predictive success sets the stage for a rhetorical sleight-of-hand 
so subtle that it remains undetected even by most investigators them- 


selves. Successful predictions are called “evidence” that a test measures » 
what it says it measures. “Something” caused the person to score as he 
did, and if the scores predict the future, then that “something” must be 
what the test-maker says it is. The logic is not unlike arguing that the 
internal voice of Satan causes people to have loose morals, and thereby 
concluding that a high correlation between a morality scale and, let us 
say, the frequency of extramarital intercourse is proof of the work of Satan 
in everyday life. In the modernist period, stable, machinelike essences 
replaced Satan as the fundamental source of human activity. But what 
essence, what “something,” causes the test-taker to score as he does? We 


don’t know; successful prediction in fact says nothing about the “under- 


lying cause’—or indeed, whether behavior is even caused in the first 


place. 


Many lament the loss of the romanticist languages of the person. How- 
ever, it is also possible to appreciate the allure of the modernist replace- 
ment. In many ways modernism is both more optimistic and more 
democratic. The romantic individual was forever a mystery—the vital 
essence quixotic and out of reach. The modernist self, by contrast, is 
knowable, present in the here and now, just slightly below the surface 
of his actions. He is not likely to be transported by sudden inspiration, 
be smitten by some great passion, or give way to a rush of suicidal urges. 
Rather, he is reliable and trustworthy. His word today is good tomorrow 
and the next. The modernist self is not likely to have his reason clouded 
by intense emotional dramas; his reasons guide his actions and his voice Ar 
is clear and honest. And we must not await the arrival of some naturally 
gifted, inspired, or insighfful man to lead our nation or our institutions. 
Everyone is created equal, and it is up to us as parents and good citizens 
to mold the young. Wytl jth proper molding, and the help of science, we 


create the future of our dreams. It is this modernist It is this modernist place in th in the sun that 


we shall find eclipsed by the rise of a - 
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Social Saturation and the 
Populated Self 


ba 


Pon moments from contemporary life: 


* You find your mailbox stuffed with correspondence—advertisements 
for local events, catalogues from mail-order houses, political announce- 
ments, offers for special prizes, bills, and, just maybe, a letter. 

* You return from a weekend away to find your answering machine 
overflowing with calls to be returned. 

* You try to arrange a meeting with a business colleague in New York. 
She is attending a meeting in Caracas. When she returns next week 
you will be in Memphis. When all attempts to arrange a mutually 
convenient meeting place fail, you settle for a long-distance phone meet- 
ing in the evening. 

°” An old friend calls, passing through on business, and wants to meet for 
a drink or dinner. 

* You think about planning a New Year's Eve party, but most of your 
good friends are away in Colorado, Mexico, or other vacation spots. 

* You are away for the evening, but you program your VCR so that you 
won't miss a favorite program. 

-+ You are in Montreal for a few days, and are surprised to meet a friend 
from back home in Atlanta. 


Most of these events are commonplace in contemporary life, scarcely 
See A 
worth comment. Yet none of them were commonplace twenty years ago, 


and several have only entered our lives within the past five years. Such 
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events are manifestations of a Modern pattern of dnl change. The 
ange is essentially one that immerses us ever more deeply in in the social 


c 
world, and exposes us more and more to the opinions, values, and life- 
styles of others. ie eee es a 
— Ti is my central thesis that this immersion is propelling us_toward_a 
new self-consciousness: the he postmodern. The emerging ing commonplaces € oi 
communication—such as s those just cited—are critical to understanding 
the passing of both the romantic and modern views of self. What I call 
@ the technologies of social saturation are central to the contemporary era- 
sure of individual self. This chapter will explore the ways in which social 
saturation has come to dominate everyday life. However, we shall also 
~ see that as we become increasingly conjoined with our social surroundings, 
_we come to reflect those surroundings. There is a populating of the self, 
reflecting the infusion of partial identities through social saturation. And 
there is the onset of a BeBe thee. e in which one begins to 
experience the vertigo of unlimited multiplicity. Both the populating of 
the self and the multiphrenic condition are significant preludes to post- 
modern consciousness, To appreciate the magnitude of cultural change, 


nd its probable intensification, attention must be directed to the emerg- ~ 


a 
COs technologies. 
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THE TECHNOLOGIES OF SOCIAL 
SATURATION 


Communication . . . defines social reality and thus influences the orga- 

nization of work, . . the curriculum of the educational system, formal 

and informal relations, and the use of “free time’—actually the basic 
social arrangements of living. 

—Herbert I. Schiller, Communication and Cultural Domination 

F kem tech ¢ high tec4 Phrses 

In the process Soess of social saturatfon the numbers, varieties, and intensities 

of relationship increasingly crowd the days. A full appreciation of the 

magnitude of cultural change, and its probable intensification in future 

decades, requires that one focus first on the technological context. For 

in large measure, an array of technological innovations has led to an 

enormous proliferation of relationships. It is useful to survey two major 

phases in technological development, specifically what may be roughly 

Hf called low-tech and high-tech phases. Preliminary advice to the reader is 

in order. Read the following section on technological change as rapidly 

as possible, for an experiential immersion in the enormity of the whole. 


24 hf technolo Qy of S0c /3/ Lilron 


SOCIAL SATURATION AND THE POPULATED ‘SEL 


vy Pat yzi ` 
A Porere a PIL ULES 


49 


Life in Low Tech 


Perhaps the most dramatic aspect of the low-tech phase is the simultaneity 
of its many developments. Here we are speaking of no less than seven 
sweeping and overlapping developments within the century, each of 
which casts us further into the social world. Consider their impact on 
social life: 

1. The railroad was one of the first significant steps toward social 
saturation. The first surge in rail travel began in the mid-1800s. In 1869 
it became possible for Americans to cross the continent by train.! Although 
rails are less used in the United States than other modes of transportation, 
most nations continue to improve their systems. ‘Major new track lines 

~ are being laid in Russia and China. Fast rail systems have been installed 
in Japan, France, Italy, and Sweden, and an under-Channel system will 
soon ink London and Paris. The number of rail passengers in Europe — 

reached an all-time high in 1988, almost doubling the volume in 1970.2 

At the same time, urban mass transit—including elevated and under- 

ground rail—moves a steadily increasing volume of persgns. Under- 

ground systems now operate In such diverse cities as Cairo, Prague, 

Minsk, and Beijing. More than sixty major cities around the world are 

now expanding their urban rail systems, and twenty-five new systems 

have opened in the last two years. With the recent development of the 
“maglev” (or “flying train”), capable of carrying 1,000 passengers at a 
speed of over 300 mph, rail transportation may be facing a renaissance. 

2. Although public postal services yere available in the eighteenth 
century, they did not truly begin to flourish until the advent of railroads 
in the nineteenth century and then airlines in n the twentieth. In the early 
1800s there were only about two thousand miles of of postal re routes in the 
United States; by 1960 the figure had jumped to | to over two million miles. 
The volume of mail is also expanding rapidly; Americans receive almost 
three times more mail now than in 1945. At present the volume of mail 


is so great that the U.S. Postal Service is considered the largest single 
business in the world. In the early 1980s, it employed over 700,000 work- 


ers, and it now moves over eighty billion items a year—nearly four 
# hundred pieces of mail for every citizen of the nation. 

3. At the beginning of this century the automobile was virtually un- 
known. Less than 100 cars had ever been produced in the entire world. 
Production increased only slowly until the assembly line was perfected 
in the 1920s, By 1930,world production of motor vehicles had reached 
the four-million mark, with more than three quarters of them produced 
zin the United States. Fifty years later, in 1980, the annual production 

6 figure had jumped to almost 40 million—of which approximately a fifth 
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were made in the States.‘ Improvements in roads have also expanded the 
number of locations within reach. At the turn of the century there were 
only a hundred miles of hard-surface roads in the United States; by 1970 
there were over two million miles of paved roads. Within recent decades 
the superhighways—more than 44,000 miles of them—have added new 
dimensions to long-distance travel.> Because of the expanding number of 
cars and people's increased dependency on them, traffic has become a 

_{- major policy issue. Highway congestion is now so intense that the average 
speed on the Los Angeles freeways has dropped to 35 mph. In the next 
twenty years the volume of traffic is expected to rise by another 42 
percent.® 

4. The telephone made its entry into daily living at the turn of the 
century; within five decades there were some go million phones in 
the United States’; in the next decade, the number of phones almost — 
doubled. There are now about 600 million telephones in the world (even 
though two thirds of the world’s population still has no access to tele- 
phones). And the miles of telephone wire continue to expand (from 316 
million miles of wire in 1960 to 1,290 million miles in 1984). The pattern 
of telephone relationships is also changing. Most dramatic is the shift in 
the function of the telephone ;from_a_ community, to a national, to an 
international resource. The number of overseas calls from the United 
States in 1960 was approximately 3 million; by 1984 this figure had mul- 
tiplied by almost 130 times, to almost 430 million calls.* And, within the 
1980s, international telephone calls increased sixfold. As we shall see, 
high tech is in the process of sending this figure upward by untold mag- 
nitudes. 

5. Radio broadcasting began in the United States and Great Britain in 
1919. Since that time it has insinuated itself into virtually all aspects of 
social life. It has altered social patterns in living rooms, dining rooms, 
bedrooms, automobiles, beaches, workshops, waiting rooms, and city 
streets. In 1925 there were 600 stations in the world. This figure doubled 
in the next ten years, and by 1960 there were over 10,000 stations.? With 
miniaturization and mass production radios became increasingly afford- 
able. By the mid-1g80s there were some two billion radios in the world. _ 
In recent years “personal audio” has also become a major cultural phe- 
nomenon. There are now more than 12 million personal stereos moving 
about the globe, some to the very edges of civilization: An anthropologist 
visiting hill tribes along the Burmese border recently reported that the 
tribespeople offer to trade local handicrafts for personal stereos. 

— 6, At the turn of the century motion pictures scarcely existed. The first 


moving pictures were shown in scattered music halls. With improvements 


in photography, projection, and sound recording, however, motion pic- 
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tures became increasingly popular. Even during | the depression, box- 
office receipts remained relatively high. By the ı 1950S the weekly film 
audience in the United States alone reached go go million. i” 1 Although film 
attendance at theaters has declined substantially as a result of television, 
both television and videocassettes continue to expose vast numbers of 
people to commercial films. (Over 60 percent of those American house- 
holds with television also own a videocassette recorder.) In 1989 more 
new films were made in the United States than ever before—and even _ 
more were produced in India. 
7. Printed books have been disseminating ideas, values, and modes of 
life for ov over 400 years., By the mid-1700s, for example, England produced 
some go titles a year; a century later, it produced | 600.1! With the de- 
velopment of the r rotary printing press and factory production systems, 
commercial publishing has become a dominant force in the twentieth 
century. Particularly in the 1950s, with the emergence of paperback 
books, ownership of books became possible for vast segments of the pop- 
ulation: by the 1960s English publishers printed over 20,000 titles a year, 
and by the 1980s, five nations (Canada, England, West Germany, the 
United States, and the USSR) were publishing between 50,000 and 80,000 
titles a year. !? -r 
So we find seven technologies of social saturation—rail, post, auto- 
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Even in the smallest villages, one is seduced by values, attitudes, and aspirations from afar. 
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mobile, telephone, radio, motion pictures, and commercial publishing— 

all rapidly expanding within the twentieth century. Each brought people $- 
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into increasingly close proximity, exposed them to an increasing range of 


Ce.. 
others, and fostered a range of relationships that could never have oc- 
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High Life in High Tech 


The seven low-tech alterations only began the saturation process. The 
past two decades have added untold potential for relatedness. We must 
briefly consider, then, the second, or high-tech, phase in the technology 
of social saturation, specifically developments in air transportation, tele- 
vision, and electronic communication. 


Air Headings 


On E e a 
Airport Gridlock Near, Aviation Experts Warn 


—Headline, New York Times 
mn 


The stories are told with increasing frequency: An executive flies from 
Washington, D.C., to Tokyo to represent his firm ata cocktail party; he 
returns the next day. Frankfurt couples fly to New York for the weekend 
to watch Boris Becker play in the U.S. Open. A New York executive flies 
to San Francisco to spend the day in consultation, and returns that night 
to Scarsdale on “the redeye,” University officials wish to meet with can- 
didates for an executive position; all are flown from locations across the 
continent for a single afternoon of meetings in an airport hotel. For a 
family reunion, eighteen people fly to St. Louis from five states across 

“the nation. 
For steadily increasing numbers air travel is becoming a casual matter. 
__ Businesses routinely think in terms of global expansion. Multinational 
corporations are so powerful that their budgets exceed that of many na- 
tions. Large cities are increasingly dependent on revenues from confer- 
ence centers, imteenetiondl fairs, and tourism. For many academics, global 


conference-going is now a way of life. The reader of the Sunday New York 
Times in the 1930s would find no travel section. Today the section typically 
offers low-budget escapes “to more than two hundred exotic locations. A 


high-school class reunion in North Carolina can pull graduates of over 


thirty years from as far away as Hawaii. Americans of Irish, Italian, Ger- 
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man, and Scandinavian descent go to Europe in large numbers to locate 
relatives they have never met. i 
Such dramatic changes in social pattern have occurred only within the 
lifetime of most readers. Passenger travel by air was scarcely available 
before 1920. By the year 1940, however, there were approximately 3 
million passengers in the United States.'* Within ten years this figure 
jumped by six times. By 1970 the number of passengers reached almost 
160 million. That figure again doubled in the next ten years. Almost eight 
of ten Americans have now flown. And, even though air traffic approaches 
gridlock, the FAA estimates 1990’s total at 800 million passengers. '* The 
number of passengers boarding planes in such cities as Dallas, Denver, 
Memphis, and Washington is expected to double by the year 2000. The 
Concorde now reaches speeds of Mach 2, transporting passengers from 
London to New York in less than four hours; a new generation of SSTs 
may bring Tokyo as close. 5 SS = 


Vistas of Video 


A timid appearing junior college student meets a tall, blond, drug-using 
housepainter . . . and invites him to dinner. He gets amorous and rapes 
her in the bedroom of her apartment. She files charges but less than a 
month later she posts his bail and moves in with him and plans to be 
Mrs. Rapist. | . . When asked how she could marry [him] after what he 
did to her, she referred to a soap opera in which one character rapes 
another and later marries her. “It’s like Luke and Laura on ‘General 
Hospital, ” [she] said... . In Keeping with the... TV flavor of the 
whole affair, [he] asked her to marry him while they were watching the 
Oprah Winfrey show,and they are considering an invitation to appear 


on the Phil Donahue show . . . 
—Philadelphia Daily News 
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The year 1946 is a watershed, the first year of commercial television. 
In 1949 over a million television sets were sold in the United States. Two 
years later there were ten million; by 1959, fifty million.’® By the early 
1980s there were some 800 million television sets in use throughout the 
world. And they are watched. In the United States the average television 
set brings the outside world into the home for seven hours a day. 

All that is well known. But two more subtle issues deserve attention, 
both significant to the understanding of social saturation. 

_First, it is important to consider a phenomenon with beginnings in the 
low-tech period of radio, film, and commercial publishing, but which 
becomes paramount in the high-tech era of television. This is the phe- 
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nomenon of self-multiplication, or the capacity to be significantly present 
in more than one place at a time. In the face-to-face community one’s 
capacities to carry on a relationship or to have social impact were restricted 
in space and time. Typically one’s identity was manifest to those imme- 
diately before one’s eyes, though books and newspapers made “multiples” 
of powerful individuals. With the development of radio and film, one’s 
opinions, emotions, facial expressions, mannerisms, styles of relating, and 
the like were no longer confined to the immediate audience, but were 
multiplied manifold. Insights murmured into a microphone jn Denver's 
Brown Palace Hotel could be heard by thousands in St. Louis, Minne- 
apolis, and Grand Rapids. Manners of courting, arguing, deceiving, or -#- 
playing the hero in a Hollywood studio were available for small-town 
millions across the country. 

Television has generated an exponential increase in self-multiplication. 
This is true not only in terms of the increased size of television audiences 
and the number of hours to which they are exposed to social facsimiles, 
but in the extent to which self-multiplication transcends time—that is, 
in which one’s identity is sustained in the culture's history. Because 
television channels are plentiful, popular shows are typically rebroadcast 
in succeeding years. The patient viewer can still resonate with Groucho 
Marx on You Bet Your Life or Jackie Gleason and Audrey Meadows on 
The Honeymooners. 

Further, the VCR has made video-rental libraries possible—perhaps 
500,000 throughout the country. Now people need not wait for a given 
film to be screened or televised; it lies waiting close by for the further 
duplication of its personages. People can choose the actors they wish to 
identify with or the stories that will bring fantasies to life. increasingly ae 
this also means that in terms of producing a sense of social connection, 
any given actor may transcend his or her own death, viewers can continue _ 
their private relationships with Marilyn Monroe and James Dean long 
after the physical demise of the performers. With television, a personage 
may continue a robust life over eternity. 

A second issue follows quickly from the first. I am proposing that the 
media—especially radio, television, and the movies—are vitally expand- 
ing the range and variety of relationships available to the population. Yet, 
the critic may reasonably respond, do such exposures count as real or 
important relationships? After all, there is no give-and-take, no reciprocal 
interchange. The answer to this challenge depends largely on what one 
counts as “real or important.” Surely face-to-face encounter is not a re- 
“quirement of what most people would consider real and important” 
relationships. Some of the world’s most intense affairs of the Heart (Héloise 
and Abelard, Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning) were carried on 
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“Tor significant bonding; consider people’s relationships iships with religious fig- 
ures such as Jesus, Buddha, and Mohammed. If palpable presence is not 
essential to such relationships, then one must be prepared for the os- 
sibility that media figures do enter significantly into people’s personal 
lives. = =" 

f~ There is good reason to believe so. Social researchers have long been 
concerned with the impact of televised violence on the attitudes and 
behavior of the young. Numerous instances of people acting out what 
they ve seen on television have been documented, even when the models 
engage in theft, torture, and murder.’ More directly, Richard Schickel’s 
Intimate Strangers explores the manner in which the media generate an 
~ illusionary sense of | intimacy with celebrity figures.'* Not only are famous 
people available to us on television, in the movies, in autobiographies, 
and in celebrity magazines, but often these media furnish intimate details 
of their personal lives. We may know more about Merv, Oprah, Johnny, _ 
and Phil than we do our neighbors. At one point, according to a national 
survey, newsman Walter Cronkite was the “most trusted man in Amer- 
ica.” And, because such figures do become so well known, people absorb 
them into their cast of significant others—loving, sympathizing with, and 
loathing them. It is thus that David Letterman sought a court injunction 
against a woman who claimed to be his wife, John Lennon was killed by 
an unknown fan, President Reagan was shot by John Hinckley, and the 
television star Rebecca Schaeffer was killed by a fan who had written 
unanswered letters to her for two years. The columnist Cynthia Heimel 
argues that because celebrity figures are known by so many people, they 
6 serve as_forms of social glue, allowing people from different points of 


society to converse with each other, to share feelings, and essentially to 
carry on informal relations. “Celebrities,” she proposes, “are our common 
frames of reference, celebrity loathing and revilement crosses all cultural 
ete Celebrities are not our community elders, they are our com- 


munity. ! 

Also en the immense amounts of time, money, and personal 
effort that_go into maintaining media relationships, Millions are spent 
each year on magazines, books, posters, T-shirts, towels, and photographs 
bearing likenesses of the favored idol. When Batman opened, a crowd of 
20,000 stood for hours to glimpse celebrities for a few seconds in person. 
How many of one’s neighbors elicit such dedication? It may also be ven- 
tured that with the advances in film technology, the movies have become 
one of the most powerful rhetorical devices in the world. Unlike most of 
our acquaintances, films can catapult us rapidly and effectively into states 
of fear, anger, sadness, romance, lust, and aesthetic ecstasy—often within 
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the same two-hour period. It is undoubtedly true that for many people 
film relationships provide the most emotionally wrenching experiences 
of the average week. The ultimate question is not whether media rela- 
tionships approximate the normal in their significance, but whether nor- 
mal relationships can match the powers of artifice. 

For many, the powers of artifice may indeed be in the superior position. 
So powerful are the media in their well-wrought portrayals that their 
realities become more compelling than those furnished by common ex- 
perience. The vacation is not real until captured on film; marriages be- 
come events staged for camera and videotape; sports fans often prefer 
television because it is more fully lifelike than the eyeball view from the 
stands. It is to the media, and not to sense perception, that we increasingly 


turn for definitions of what is the cas¢. 


Electronic Innovation and the Proliferation of Relationships 

M a 
Tomorrow's executives will have to feel as “at home” in Sapporo as Stras- 
bourg as San Francisco . . . asserts Lester Thurow, Dean of MIT's Sloan 
School of Management. . “To be trained as an A American manager is 


to be trained for a world that is no longer there.” 
Pe a _——_— = see — 
—U.S. News and World Report 
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Two of the greatest impediments to communicating, and thus relating, 


over long distances are slowness and expense. In the 1850s it was possible 


to convey a message across across the American continent, but the speed of 
transmission was approximately ten miles an hour, The Pony Express 
required nine days to carry mail from Missouri to Calif o California, and the cost 
for half an ounce was $5.?° The telegraph system later increased the speed 
of transmission by an enormous magnitude, but it was still expensive. In 
recent decades, electronic transmission has cut sharply into these two 
barriers, and current developments stagger the imagination. 

In the late 1950s the development of the digital computer brought great 
advantages: it could store immense amounts of information in a relatively 
small space, and could process and transmit this information very quickly. 
The computer has now become a mainstay for most businesses of any 
magnitude. With the development of the microchip in the late 19705, the 
efficiency of information storage, processing, and transmission increased 
by an additional magnitude. In the space required by a single handwritten 
letter, the equivalent of 500 books—two good-sized bookcases—can now 
be stored on a microchip.*' With the perfection of laser processing, the 
microchip will be replaced by a process enabling a single disk on a home 
computer to store the entire works of Shakespeare several times over. In 
a single suitcase could be deposited the entire contents of the Library of 
Congress. Where days might be required to transmit the contents of a 
single book by telegraph or even phone, microprocessing enables such 
contents to be transmitted within a matter of seconds. Further, the mi- 
crochip has meant that computers could be cheap enough for home use; 
the personal computer business is now a major growth industry in many 
countries.,In 1981 there were slightly over 2 million personal computers 
in Aerea PA the figure jumped to almost 38 million, some 10 
percent of which allows laptop work to continue in trains, planes, and 
hotel rooms. And sales continue to rise. . . 

With low-cost electronic printing equipment (including home printers 
and copy machines), every computer owner is now a potential book pub- 
lisher. Through desktop publishing, computer owners become direct 
agents of their own self-multiplication. Proponents of electronic com- 
munication had expected use of paper to dwindle in the 1990s, but largely 
because of desktop publishing, more paper is now used than ever before. 
With the development gf the modem, any computer could be linked via 
existing phone cables eon ee ee This devel- 
opment, in turn, gave bictir io clocirouie mail: computor teleconferences, 
and on-line databases (or information services). 


Electronic mail first served mainly those within one city or organization. 


Most large cities offer bulletin-board services, which allow individuals to 
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place an announcement of their interests on a file open to all users of the 
system. In this way computer conversations develop, and fanciful sub- 
cultures spring to life, sharing interests—at any time of day or night—=— 
in areas ranging from African art to aphrodisiacs, backgammon to banjos, 
philately to fellatio. There is almost always someone “out there” to talk 

to. Many local bulletin boards are also connected to national routing 
services that transmit messages overnight and free of charge from one 
board to another across the country. Many participants speak of the warm 


and accepting relations that develop within these contexts—much like a 
corner bar, where there are always old buddies and new friends. Estimates 


are that up to a billion messages a year are now being transmitted in the # 
United States by electronic mail.” 

Teleconference services enable groups of persons from across the coun- 
try simultaneously to converse with one another. Over a half million 
Americans also make use of national, on-line information services or 
videotex—CompuServe, Dow Jones, or the Source—with databases that 
rapidly inform their users of airline schedules, movie reviews, wor 
weather, the national news, and more. In France there are over 3,000 
such home services available, including home banking, shopping, rea- 
estate listings, and magazine contents. 

In the 1960s rockets made it possible to place communication satellites 
into orbits that keep them in a fixed position relative to points on earth. 
While in orbit, they can bounce continuous electronic transmissions from 
one point on earth to another over almost one-third of the planet's surface. 


At present these satellites transmit radio signals, telephone communi- 


cation, digital data, and the like instantaneously to the far corners of the 
globe. Governments rely on such services to carry out their foreign pol- 


icies, multinational corporations to conduct business, and individuals to 
sustain friendships. In poor rural areas in Mexico, satellite dishes allow 
Mexican families to receive as many as 130 TV channels from at least 
seven nations and in five languages. Satellite television reception is only 
in its infancy. In the mid-1980s it involved 190 satellites; twice as many 
are anticipated by the early 1990s." To help business and government 
take advantage of the satellite capabilities, new companies are springing 
to life. These enterprises, some now boasting over 100,000 employees, 
install globe-spanning communications networks. 

Worldwide electronic linkages, in combination with computer and tele- 
phone, have enabled the development of further social linkages via fax 
machines, which can convey printed matter rapidly and inexpensively 
throughout the world. A letter written by a political figure in Iran can, 
within seconds, be received in embassies around the globe. And with the 


aid of photocopy and mail, the same message can be in the hands of 
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thousands the following day. Fax machines are rapidly gaining the capacity 
to transmit complex visual materials (such as maps and photographs), and 
the cost is dropping enough for fax services to be offered in hotels, in 
airports, and on trains. Low-cost, personal fax facilities are now advertised 
in flight magazines; the next step is clear. 


These developments—computers, electronic mail, satellites, faxes— 


are only the beginning. Innovations now emerging will further accelerate 
/ the growth in social connectedness. At the outset is the digitization of all 


the major media—phonograph, photography, printing, telephone, radio, 
television. This means that the information conveyed by each source— 
pictures, music, voice—is becoming translatable to computer form. As 


-=a 


a result, each medium becomes subject-to-the-vast-storage-and rapid 


processing and transmission capabilities of the computer.” Each becomes 
subject to home production and worldwide dissemination. We now face 
an age in which pressing a button will enable us to transmit self-images— 
in full color and sound—around the globe. 

Fiberoptic cables increase the amount of information that can be re- 

7 ceived a thousandfold. This opens the possibility for a virtual infinity of 
new television and radio bands. Further, fiberoptic cable will allow the 
transmission of a television picture of twice the fidelity of what is now 
available (approximating 35mm motion picture film). Digital phone ser- 
vices can be carried on the cable, not only an ee 
fidelity, but also enabling subscribers to see the other person. So much 
information can be carried on the cable that all these various services 
could be taking place while subscribers were simultaneously having their 
utility meters read and their electronic mail collected. With a home fax 
receiver, one could also have an instant Los Angeles Times or National 
Geographic at one’s fingertips.” Plans are now under way for people to __ 
designate the kinds of news they wish to see, and for computers to scan 
information services and compose individualized newspapers—to be 
printed on reusable paper.” 

‘Over a hundred nations (including the USSR) are now involved in 
hiaing aithe worlds phumels aicie aa ot the development 
of the cellular phone is mobilizing possibilities for communication. With 
the development of point-to-point contact around the world, the 12 million 
cellu'ar phones now in use will represent but a bare beginning. One could 
be anywhere—from a woodside walk in Maine to a hut in the Malaysian 
jungle—and speak with a loved one or colleague on the other side of the 
globe. Plans are now afoot for the world system to carry all electronic _ 
signals—including phone, television, reeorded music, written text. This 
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would enable a user to plug into the system anywhere from Alabama to 

Zaire and immediately transmit and receive manuscripts, sound record- 

ings, or videotapes. The process of social saturation is far from complete. 
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TOE PROCESS OF SOCTAL SATURATION 


Monocultural communication is the simplest, most natural, and—in the 


contemporary world—most fragile form of communication. At its best, 
it is a rich, satisfying, and effortless way of communicating; at its worst, 
it can be narrow-minded and coercive. 

— —W. Barnett Pearce, Communication and the Human Condition 


A century ago, social relationships were largely confined to the distance 
of an easy walk. Most were conducted in person, within small com- 
munities: family, neighbors, townspeople. Yes, the horse and carriage 


made longer trips possible, but even a trip of thirty miles could take all 
day. The railroad could speed one away, but cost and availability limited 


such travel. If one moved from the community, relationships were likely 
to end. From birth to death one could depend on relatively even-textured 
social surroundings. Words, faces, gestures, and possibilities were rela- 
tively consistent, coherent, and slow to change. 
For much of the world’s population, especially the industrialized West, 
the small, face-to-face community is vanishing into the pages of history. 
We go to country inns for weekend outings, we decorate condominium 
interiors with clapboards and brass beds, and we dream of old age in a 
rural cottage. But as a result of the technological developments just de- 
scribed, contemporary life is a swirling sea of social relations. Words 
thunder in by radio, television, newspaper, mail, radio, telephone, fax, 
wire service, electronic mail, billboards, Federal Express, and more. 
Waves of new faces are everywhere—in town for a day, visiting for the 
weekend, at the Rotary lunch, at the church social—and incessantly and 
incandescently on television. Long weeks in a single community are un- 


usual; a full day within a single neighborhood is becoming rare. We travel 
casually across town, into the countryside, to neighboring te towns, cities, 
states; one might go thirty miles for coffee and conversation. 

Through the e technologies of the century, the number and variety of 
relationships in which we are engaged, potential frequency of contact, 
expressed intensity of relationship, and endurance through time all are 
steadily increasing. As this increase becomes extreme we reach a state of Z 
social saturation. Let us consider this state in greater detail 
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In the face-to-face community the cast of others remained relatively 


etree a ey ee ee 
stable. There were changes by virtue of births and deaths, but moving 


from one town—much less state or country—to another was difficult. 
The number of relationships commonly maintained in today’s world stands 
in stark contrast. Counting one’s family, the morning television news, the 


car radio, colleagues on the train, and the local newspaper, the typical 


commuter may confront as many different persons (in terms of views or 
images) in the first two hours ofa day as the community-based predecessor 
did in a month. The morning calls in a business office may connect one 
to a dozen different locales in a given city, often across the continent, 
and very possibly across national boundaries. A single hour of prime-time 


melodrama immerses one in the lives of a score of individuals. In an ` 
evening of television, hundreds of engaging faces insinuate themselves 


into our lives. It is not only the immediate community that occupies our 
thoughts and feelings, but a constantly changing cast of characters spread 
across the globe. 

Two aspects of this expansion are particularly noteworthy. First there 
is what may be termed the perseverance of the past.. Formerly, increases 
in time and distance between persons typically meant loss. When someone 
moved away, the relationship would languish. Long-distance visits were 
arduous, and the mails slow. Thus, as one grew older, many active par- 
ticipants would fade from one’s life. Today, time and distance are no 
longer such serious threats to a relationship. One may sustain an intimacy 
over thousands of miles by frequent telephone 1 raptures punctuated by 
occasional visits. One may y similarly retain rel relationships with high-school 
chums, college roommates, old military cronies, or friends from a Car- 
ibbean vacation five years earlier. Birthday books have become a standard 
household item; one’s memory is inadequate to record the festivities for 
which one is responsible. In effect, as we move through life, the cast of 
relevant characters is ever expanding. For some this means an ever- 
increasing sense of stress: “How can we make friends with them? We 
don’t even have time for the friends we already have!” For others there 
is a sense of comfort, for the social caravan in which we travel through _ 
life remains always full. 

Yet at the same time that the past is preserved, continuously poised 
to insert itself into the present, there is an acceleration of the future. 
The pace of relationships is hurried, and processes of unfolding that once 
required months or years may be accomplished in days or weeks. A 


century ago, for example, courtships were often carried out_on foot or 
ee E ee eee 
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horseback, or through occasional letters. Hours of interchange might be 
punctuated by long periods of silence, making the path from acquain- 
tanceship to intimacy lengthy. With today’s technologies, however, it is 
possible for a couple to maintain a most t continuous connection. Not only 
do transportation technologies chip away at the barrier of geographic 
distance, but through telephone (both stable and cordless), overnight 
mail, cassette recordings, home videos, photographs, and electronic mail, 
the other may be “present” at almost any moment. Courtships may thus 
move from excitement to exhaustion within a short time. The single person 
may experience not a handful of courtship relationships in a lifetime but 
dozens. In the same way, the process of friendship is often accelerated. 
Through the existing technologies, a sense of affinity may blossom into a 
lively sense of interdependence within a brief sp space ace of time. As the future 
opens, the number of friendships expands as never before. 
a E Tiei 
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f Our private sphere has ceased to be the stage where the drama of the 


subject at odds with his objects —. ~ is played out; we no longer exist as 
playwrights or actors, but as terminals of multiple networks. 


—Jean Baudrillard, The Ecstasy of Communication 
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New patterns of relationship also take shape. In the face-to-face com- ae 
munity one participated in a limited set of relationships—with family, 
friends, storekeepers, clerics, and the like. Now the next telephone call 
can thrust us suddenly into a new relationship—with a Wall Street broker, 
a charity solicitor, an alumni campaigner from the old school, a childhood 
friend at a nearby convention, a relative from across the country, a child 
of a friend, or even a sex pervert. One may live in a suburb with wel- 
clipped neighbors, but commute to a city for frequent confrontation with 
street people, scam merchants, panhandlers, prostitutes, and threatening 
bands of juveniles. One may reside in Houston, but establish bonds— 
through business or leisure travel—with a Norwegian banker, a wine 
merchant from the Rhine Pfalz, or an architect from Rome. 

Of course, it is television that most dramatically increases the variety 
of relationships in which one participates—even if vicariously. One can 
identify with heroes from a thousand tales, carry on imaginary conver- 
sations with talk-show guests from all walks of life, or empathize with 
athletes from around the globe. One of the most interesting results of 
this electronic expansion of relationships occurs in the domain of parent- 
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child relationships. As Joshua Meyrowitz proposes in No Sense of Place, 
children of the preceding century were largely insulated from information 
about the private lives of adults. Parents, teachers, and police could 
shield children from their adult proceedings by simply conducting them — 
in private places. Further, books dealing with the misgivings, failings, 
deceits, and conflicts of the adult world were generally unavailable to 
children. Children remained children. Television has changed all that. 
Programming systematically reveals the full panoply of “backstage” trials 
and tribulations to the child. As a result the child no longer interacts with 


one-dimensional, idealized adults, but maith persons possessing complex 


private lives, doubt-filled and vulnerable. In turn, parents no longer 
confront the comfortably naive child of yesteryear, but one whose awe is 
diminished and whose insights may be acute. 
The technology of the age both expands the variety of human relation- 
ships and modifies the form of older ones., When relationships move from 
the face- to- -face to the electronic modg, they are often altered. Relation- 
dice. that were confined to specific situations—to offices, living rooms, 
bedrooms—become “unglued.” They are no longer geographically con- 
fined, but can take place anywhere. Unlike face-to-face relationships, 
electronic relationships also conceal visual information (eye movement, 
expressive movements of the mouth), so a telephone speaker cannot read__ 
the facial cues of the listener for signs of approval or disapproval. As a 
result, there is a greater tendency to create an imaginary other with whom 
to relate. One can fantasize that the other is feeling warm and enthusiastic 
or cold and angry, and act accordingly. An acquaintance told me that he 
believed his first marriage to be a product of the heavy phoning necessary 
for a long-distance courtship. By phone she seemed the most desirable 
woman in the world; it was only months after the wedding that he realized 


=k he had married a mirage. 
me now installing electronic-mail systems, which 
enable employees to carry out their business with each other by computer 
terminals rather than by traditional, face-to-face means. Researchers find 


that employee relations have > subtly changed as a result changed as a result. Status differences 


begin to crumble as lower- ranking employees feel fre employees feel freer to express their œ 
feelings and question their superiors electronically than in person. Har- 
vard Business School's Shoshana Zuboff suggests that the introduction of 
“smart machines’ into businesses is blurring, the distinctions between 
managers and workers. „Managers are no o longer the “thinkers” while the 


workers are consigned w the “doing. ”™® Rather, out of necessity the work- 
ers now become managers of information, and as a result, they consid- 
erably augment their power. 
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Of the new forms of relationship that the’saturation process has helped 
create, two are of special interest. First is the e friendly lover relationship. —— 
For the essential romanticist, the object of love was all-consuming. He 
or she possessed value of such immense proportion that a lifetime of 
steadfast commitment could be viewed merely as preparation for an eter- 
nity of spiritual communion. The belief in marriage for “true love’ is still 
pervasive, but as the social world is increasingly saturated, such rela- 
tionships become unrealistic. Rather, men and women (especially profes- 
sionals) are often in motion—traveling to business meetings, conferences, 
sales campaigns, consultations, vacations, and so on. Murmurings of “I 
can’t live without you” lose their authenticity when one must add, “except _ 
until next Tuesday, and possibly again until the following Wednesday.” 
And because many attractive members of the opposite sex are encountered 
along the way—providing professional benefits and companionship as 
well—a multiplicity of low-level, or “friendly,” romances is invited. To 
illustrate, a single professional woman from Maryland disclosed that she 
was “seeing” a local lawyer (unhappily married) be because it was fun and 
convenient. At the same time, he took a back seat when a favorite “old 
friend” in her profession came in from Oklahoma. However, especially 
during the summer, she was keen to spend her weekends with a Boston 
consultant (relevant to her line of work) whose boat was moored at Mar- 
tha’s Vineyard. Each of these individuals, in turn, had other friendly T 
D e T paa S & — 
A second interesting pattern, the microwave relationship, is found 
increasingly on the domestic front. The ideal family unit has tradition- 
-ally included a close, interdependent “nucleus,” composed of a father- 
provider, a caretaking mother, and children whose lives are centered in 
the home until early adulthood. Social saturation has cut deeply into this 
traditional Miew ubini and wile are now both likely to have work and 
recreational relations outside the family; day-care and babysitting facilities 
are increasingly required; children’s social activities may be scattered 
across city and countryside; evening obligations or indulgences are fre- 
quent both for parents and for children over the age of six; and family 
members are typically drawn into outside activities—sports, religious, 
community, hobbies, visits—on the weekends. Differing television needs 
often thrust various family members into different trajectories even when 
they are at home together. In many families the crucial ritual of inter- 


dependence—dinner togeth has become a special event. (In some 
households the dining-room table, once a family center, Ms strewn ‘Ty 
l e 4 
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books, papers, letters, and other objects dropped there by family mem- 
~4 bers “passing through. ”) The home is less a nesting place than a pit stop. 


At ime, however, many parents are loath to give up the 
traditional image of the close-knit family. As a result, a new form of 


relationship emerges in which family members attempt to compensate 
for the vast expanses of nonrelatedness with intense expressions of bond- 
2, edness. As many understand it, quantity is replaced by quality, The 
microwave oven is more than a technological support for those living a 
socially saturated life. It is also a good 1 symbol of the newly emerging form 
of relationship: in both cases the users command intense heat for the 


immediate provision of nourishment. The adequacy of the result is subject 
to debate in both cases. 


Intensifying Interchange _ 


Modern society is to be distinguished from older social formations by the 


fact that it affords more opportunities both for impersonal and for more 


intensive personal relationships. 
—Niklas Luhmann, Love as Passion 


Interestingly, technology also intensifies the emotional level of many 
relationships. People come to feel more deeply and express themselves 
more fully in an increasing number of relationships. This proposal may 
seem suspect. If persons pass through our lives in increasing numbers 
and speeds, wouldn’t the outcome be a sense of superficiality and a dis- 
inclination to get involved? The attractive stranger you meet in Seattle 
is regrettably from Omaha; the fascinating new neighbors are returning 
in the spring to London; the the absorbing seatmate on the plane is flying on 
to Bombay. What is there to do but keep it light and cool? To be sure, 
the vast share of the passing parade remains simply that. However, con- 

-e sider two k ar of the traditional, face-to-face community. 

/) First, as relationships continue over a period of years they tend toward 
normalization. People choose to do things that reliably give them satis- 
faction. Changes in pattern mean pisking these satisfactions. Thus, rela- N 
tionships over time tend toward a leveling of emotional intensity. As many 
married couples put it, “Exciting romance is replaced by a comfortable 


depth.” 

y Second, the face-to-face community lends itself to a high degree of 
informal surveillance. People tend to know what the others are doing 
most of the time. They see each other across a room, through their 
windows, passing in the street, and so on. And where the social world 


PBe... / yte use CUP? ESS 7104 g -aa 
f THE SATURATED SELF 


UI CV OWAVE do tHe 
ei ied erie erst Ss or gp face 


wee Wee ee OS these COS ines 
Prevail 

remains stable, and new information is scant, the smallest details of one’s 
life become everyone's topics of conversation. Petty gossip and strong 
community norms walk hand in hand. The intensity generated by the 
new, the novel, and the deviant is in scarce supply. 

zg Inthe present context of saturation, neither of these conditions prevails. 
Because all relationships are constantly being disrupted, it is more difficult 
for any given relationship to normalize. The evening at home, once quiet, 
relaxed, and settling, is now—by dint of telephone, aiftommobile televise 

r See ge N 
sion, and the like—a parade of faces, information, and intrusions. One 
can scarcely settle into a calming rut, because who one is and the cast of 
“significant others” are in continuous motion. Further, because relation- 
ships range far and wide, largely through various electronic means, they 
cannot easily be supervised by others who care. One can find the intimacy 
of “telling all” to a close friend in Chicago, because those who would be 
horrified in Dallas or Topeka will never know. One can let the internal 
fires rage in Paris, because the folk in Peoria will never see the glow. 
One academic colleague spoke of his conversation with a woman while 
waiting in a check-in line for a return journey to the United States. The 
plane was to stop over in Iceland, and passengers had the choice of 
continuing the journey directly or remaining in Iceland and catching the 
¢next plane two days later. The professor found himself attracted to the_+— 
lady and emboldened by the anonymity of the situation. Suddenly he 
found himself stammering a proposal to the woman to remain with him 
in Iceland for two days. Her complex smile gave him no ans Her complex smile gave him no answer. They 
silently approached the baggage carts on which travelers had to place 
their bags for either the direct flight or the layover. To his speechless 
amazement, she maneuvered her bag into the latter cart. After two days 
of bliss they parted company, never to communicate with each other 
again. a 
The press toward intensity is not limited to normalization and the 

breakdown of surveillance. There are also factors of fantasy and fleeting- 
ness at play. As the romanticists were well aware, little inspired the pen 
so much as the absence of the adored one. In the other's absence, one’s 
fantasies were free to roam; one could project onto the favored person 
all virtues and desires. In this respect, nineteenth-century romanticism( #/ 
can be partially attributed to the combination of a cultural morality lity that 
discouraged a free play of relationships and the number of individuals 
educated in writing. Although standards of morality have liberalized since 
then, the increased possibility for relationships at a distance has had much 


the same effect as it did on the romantics. Relations at a distance can thus 
Oe ee a E a 
glow more brightly, and interehanges remain more highly charged. 
The occasional meeting is intensified, finally, by its shortness. Hf it is 
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agreed that the other is a “good friend,” “very close,” or a “special per- 
son,” then the short periods of meeting must be similarly expressive. One 
must somehow demonstrate the significance of one’s feelings and the high 
esteem in which the relationship is held. And, because there is little time, 
the demonstrations must be loud and clear. The result may be an elegantly 
prepared dinner, reservations at an unusual restaurant, entertainments 
or excursions planned, selected guests invited for sharing, and the like. 
Friends living in a central European city recently complained of what 
~~ amounted to a delirium ad > a delirium ad exhaustion, So frequently did visiting friends 
require a “display isplay of significance’ that both spirits and pocketbooks were 
depleted. Couples in frequently visited cities such as New York and Paris 
speak of the measures they take to ensure they have no spare bedrooms. 
With frequent visitors, no time remains for their nurturing capacities; _ 
spare rooms risk the evisceration of their private relationship. 


POPULATING THE SELF 


The very din of imaginal voices in adulthood—as they sound in thought 
“and memory, in poetry, drama, novels, and movies, in speech, dreams, 
fantasy, and prayer . . . can be valued not just as subordinate to social 
reality, but as a reality as intrinsic to human existence as the literally 


social. 
—Mary Watkins, Invisible Guests 


Consider the moments: 


© Over lunch with friends you discuss Northern Ireland. Although you 
have never spoken a word on the subject, you find yourself heatedly 


defending British policies. 


- You work as an executive in the investments department of a bank. In 


the evenings you smoke marijuana and listen to the Grateful Dead. 

* You sit in a café and wonder what it would be like to have an intimate 
relationship with various strangers walking past. 

- You are a lawyer in a prestigious midtown firm. On the weekends you 
work on a novel about romance with a t terrorist. 

* You go toa Moroccan restaurant and afterward take in the latest show 
at a country-and-western bar. 


In each case individuals harbor a sense of coherent identity or self-same- 
ness, only to find themselves suddenly propelled by alternative impulses. 
They seem securely to be one sort of person, but yet another comes 
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call-contradiction -S view ral as Pedant viken ofsocial saturation. 
They may signal a populating of the self, the acquisition of multiple and 
disparate potentials for apis It is this aS of eee that 


ae fame of being. It is is ; of pivotal mp in ailing The stage 
~ for the postmodern turn. Let us e xplore. 


The technologies of social saturation expose us to an enormous range 


of persons, new forms of ; of relationship, unique circumstances and oppor- 


tunities, and special intensities of feeling. One can scarcely remain un- 
affected by such exposure. “As s child-dev elopment specialists now agree, 


ee a a- 


the process of socialization is lifelong. We continue to incorporate infor- 


mation from the environment throughout our lives. When exposed to 


other persons, we change in "ls wo major ways. We e increase our capacities 
for knowing that and for knowing. how. In the first case, through exposure 


to others we lear. n myriad d details about their words, actions, dress, man- 


nerisms, and so on. We ingest enormous amounts of information about 


pattefns of interchange. Thus, for example, { from an hour on a city street, 
we are informed of the clothing styles of blacks, whites, upper class, lower 


Invited from wide-ranging locales, each representing a different profession, speakers meet 
for a single evening at Swarthmore College to address a large audience on current conflicts 
in education. Sara Lawrence Lightfoot speaks. z 
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class, and more. We may learn the ways of Japanese businessmen, bag 
ladies, Sikhs, Hare Krishnas, or flute players from Chile. We see how 
relationships are carried out between mothers and daughters, business 
executives, teenage friends, and construction workers. An hour ina busi- 
ness office may expose us to the political views ofa Texas oilman, a Chicago 
lawyer, and a gay activist from San Francisco. Radio commentators 
espouse views on boxing, pollution, and child abuse; pop music may 
advocate machoism, racial bigotry, and suicide. Paperback books cause 
hearts to race over the unjustly treated, those who strive against impos- 
sible odds, those who are brave or brilliant. And this is to say nothing of 
television input. Via television, myriad figures are allowed into the home 
who would never otherwise trespass. Millions watch as talk-show guests— 
murderers, rapists, women prisoners, child abusers, members of the 
KKK, mental patients, and others often discredited—attempt to make 
their lives intelligible. There are few six-year-olds who cannot furnish at 
least a rudimentary account of life in an African village, the concerns of 
divorcing parents, or drug-pushing in the ghetto. Hourly our storehouse 
of social knowledge expands in range and sophistication. 

This massive increase in knowledge of the social world lays the ground- 
work for a second kind o of Ie learning, a knowing how. We learn how to place 
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such knowledge into action, to shape it for social consumption, to act so 
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that social life can proceed effectively. And the possibilities for placing 

this supply of information into effective action are constantly expanding. 

The Japanese businessman glimpsed on the street today, and on the 


television tomorrow, may be well confronted in one’s office the following 


week. On these occasions the rudiments of appropriate behavior are al- 


ready in place. If a mate announces that he or she is thinking about 
divorce, the other's reaction is not likely to be dumb dismay. The drama 
has so often been played out on television and movie screens that one is 
already prepared with multiple options. If one wins a wonderful prize, 
suffers a humiliating loss, faces temptation to cheat, or learns of a sudden 
death in the family, the reactions are hardly random. One more or less 
knows how it goes, is more or less ready for action. Having seen it all 
before, one approaches a state of ennui. 
In an important sense, as social saturation proceeds we become pas- ¢ 
tiches, imitative assemblages of each other. In memory we earry others’ 
~ patterns of being with us. If the conditions are favorable, we can place 
these patterns into action. Each of us becomes the other, a representative, 
or a replacement. To put it more broadly, as the century has progressed 
selves have become increasingly populated with the character of others.*! 
We are not one, or a few, but like Walt Whitman, we “contain multi- 
tudes.” We appear to each other as single identities, unified, of whole 
cloth. However, with social saturation, each of us comes to harbor a vast 
population of hidden potentials—to be a blues singer, a gypsy, an aris- 
tocrat, a criminal. All the selves lie latent, and under the right conditions 


may spring to life. 

The populating of the self not only opens relationships to new ranges 
of possibility, but one’s subjective life also becomes more fully laminated. 
Each of the selves we acquire from others ean contribute to inner dia- 
logues, private discussions we have with ourselves about all manner of 
persons, events, and issues. These internal voices, these vestiges of re- 


LE snob both real and imagined, have been given different names: 


invisible guests by Mary Watkins, social imagery by Eric Klinger, and 


social ghosts by Mary Gergen, who found in her research that virtually 


ee 
all the young people she sampled could discuss many such experiences 


with ease.’ Most of these ghosts were close friends, often from earlier 
periods of their lives. Family members were also frequent, with the 
father’s voice predominating, but grandparents, uncles, aunts, and other 
relatives figured prominently. Relevant to the earlier discussion of rela- 
tions with media figures, almost a quarter of the ghosts mentioned were 
individuals with whom the young people had never had any direct in- 
terchange. Most were entertainers: rock stars, actors and actresses, sing- 


ers, and the like. Others were religious figures such as Jesus and Mary —— 
i : c 
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fictitious characters such as James Bond and Sherlock Holmes, and ce- 
lebrities such as Chris Evert, Joe Montana, Barbara Walters, and the 
president. 

The respondents also spoke of the many ways the social ghosts func- 
tioned in their lives. It was not simply that they were there for conver- 
sation or contemplation; they also served as models for action. They set 


ndards for behavior; they were admired and were emulated. As one 

ote, “Çonnie Chung was constantly being used as a role model for me 
and I found myself responding to a question about what I planned todo ~ 
after graduation by saying that I wanted to go into journalism just because 
I had been thinking of her.” Or, as another wrote of her grandmother, 
“She showed me how to be tolerant of all people and to show respect to 
everyone regardless of their state in life.” Ghosts also voiced opinions on 
various matters. Most frequently they were used to bolster one’s beliefs. 
At times such opinions were extremely important. As one wrote of the 
memory of an early friend, “She is the last link I have to Christianity at 
this point in my life when coer: Se a 
nations.” Still other respondents spoke of the way their ghosts supported 
their self-esteem: “I think my father and I know that he would be proud 
of what I have accomplished.” Many mentioned the sense of emotional 


¢ support furnished by their ghosts; “My grandmother seems to be watching — watching 


me and showing that she loves me even if I am not doing so well.” 
In closely related work, the psychologists Hazel Markus and Paula 
€/ Numius speak of possible selves, the multiple conceptions people harbor 
of what they might become, would like to become, or are afraid to be- 
come.” In each case, these nese possible selves function as private surrogates 
for others to whom one has been exposed—either directly or via the 
media. The family relations specialists Pau] Rosenblatt and Sara Wright 
speak similarly of the shadow realities that exist in close relationships.” 
In addition to the reality that a couple shares together, each will harbor 
alternative interpretations of their lives together—interpretations that 
~~ might appear unacceptable and threatening if revealed to the partner. 
These shadow realities are typically generated and supported by persons 
outside the relationship—possibly members of the extended family, but 
also figures from the media. Finally, the British psychologist Michael 
Lie) Billig and his colleagues have studied the values, goals, and ideals to 
which people are committed in their everyday lives.” They found the 
typical condition of the individual to be internal conflict: for each belief 
_there exists a strong countertendency. People feel their prejudices are justi- 
fied, yet it is wrong to be intolerant; that there should be equality but 
hierarchies are also good; and that we are all basically the same, but we 
a hold on to our individuality. For every value, goal, or ideal, one 4x 
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holds to the converse as well. Billig proposes that the capacity for con-(7)__ 


tradiction is essential to the practical demands of life in contemporary 


society. 

This virtual cacophony of potentials is of no small consequence for either 
romanticist or modernist visions of the self. For as new and disparate 
voices are added to one’s being, committed identity-becomes an increas- 
ingly arduous achievement. How difficult for the romantic to keep firm 
grasp on the helm of an idealistic undertaking when a chorus of internal 
voices sing the praises of realism, skepticism, hedonism, and nihilism. 
And can the committed realist, who believes in the powers of rationality 
and observation, remain arrogant in the face of inner urges toward emo- 
tional indulgence, moral sentiment, spiritual sensitivity, or aesthetic ful- 
fillment? Thus, as social saturation adds incrementally to the population 
of self, each impulse toward well-formed identity is cast into increasing 
doubt; each is found absurd, shallow, limited, or flawed by the onlooking 


audience of the interior. 
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Modern man is afflicted with a permanent identity crisis, a condition 
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conducive to considerable nervousness. 
—Peter Berger, Brigitte Berger, and Hansfried Kellner, The Homeless Mind 


It is sunny Saturday morning and he finishes breakfast in high spirits. 
It is a rare day in which he is free to do as he pleases. With relish he 
contemplates his options. The back door needs fixing, which calls for a 
trip to the hardware store. This would allow a much-needed haircut; and 
while in town he could get a birthday card for his b rother, leave off his 
shoes for repair, and pick up shirts at the cleaners. But, he ponders, he 
really should get some exercise; is there time for jogging in the afternoon? 
That reminds him of a championship game he wanted to see at the same $ pas 
time. To be taken more seriously was his ex-wife's repeated request for f 
a luncheon talk. And shouldn't he also settle his vacation plans before all 
the best locations are taken? Slowly his optimism gives way to a sense of “4 (est 
defeat. The free day has become a chaos of competing opportunities and 
necessities. 


If such a scene is vaguely familiar, it attests only further to the pervasive 
) ) ` 


effects of social saturation and the populating of the self. More important, 
Cd ee r E 
one detects amid the hurly-burly of contemporary life a new constellation 


of feelings or sensibilities, a new pattern of self-consciousness. This syn- 


drome may be termed multiphrenia, generally referring to the splitting 
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individual into a multiplicity of self-investments, This condition is 
partly an outcome of self-population, but partly a result of the populated 
self’s efforts to exploit the potentials of the technologies of relationship. 


In this sense, there is a cyclical spiraling toward a state of multiphrenia. 
As one’s As one's potentials are expanded by the technologies, so one increasingly 


employs the employs the technologies fo for r self-expression;, yet, as the technologies are 
further utilized, so do they add to the repertoire of potentials. It would 
be a mistake to view this multiphrenic condition as a form of illness, for 
it is often suffused with a sense of expansiveness and adventure. Someday 
there may indeed be nothing to distinguish multiphrenia from simply 
“normal living.” 

However, before we pass into this oceanic state, let us pause to consider 


some prominent features of the condition.” Three of these are especially 


noteworthy. 
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Because of the constant change and feeling “off balance,” it is essential 
__ for men and women to develop . . coping skills. First, understand that 
you will never “catch up” and be on top of things and accept this as all 


g 
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right... . Put a high priority on spending time relaxing and ¢ enjoying 
life, in gore n spite of all that needs to be done. 
—Bruce A. Baldwin, Stress and Terie 4 
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_With the technology of social saturation, of the major ice ta 
ditionally impeding relationships—namely time and space—are both re- 

moved. The past can be continuously renewed—via voice, video, and 
visits, for example—and distance poses no substantial barriers to ongoing 
interchange. Yet this same freedom ironically leads to a form of enslave- 
‘nent. For each person, passion, or potential incorporated into oneself 
exacts a penalty—a penalty both of being and of being with. In the former 
case, as others are incorporated into the self, their tastes, goals, and values 
also insinuate themselves into one’s being. Through continued inter- 
“change, one acquires, for example, a yen fe yen for Thai cooking, the desire for 
retirement security, or an investment “in wildlife preservation. Through 
others one comes to value whole-grain breads, novels from Chile, or 


community politics. Yet as Buddhists have long been aware, to desire is 


simultaneously to become a slave of the desirable. To “want” reduces 
one’s choice to “want not.” Thus, as others are “incorporated into the self, 
and their desires become one’s own, there is an expansion of goals—of 
“musts,” wants, and needs. Attention is necessitated, effort is exerted, 
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frustrations are encountered. Each new desire places its demands and 


_ 


reduces one’s liberties. 
4 There is also the penalty of being with. As relationships develop, their 


—— ee 
participants acquire local definitions—friend, lover, teacher, supporter, 
„e e Ne- 4 
and so on. To sustain the relationship requires an honoring € of the defi- 
eee ee ee et — 


nitions—both of self and other. If two persons become close friends, for # 
example, each acquires certain rights, duties, and privileges. Most re- 
lationships of any significance carry with them a range of obligations— 
for communication, joint activities, “preparing for the other's pleasure, 
rendering appropriate congratulations, and so on. Thus, as relations ac- 
cumulate and expand over time, there is a steadily increasing range of 
phone calls to make and answer, greeting cards to address, visits or 
activities to arrange, meals to prepare, preparations to be made, clothes 
to buy, makeup to apply . . . And with each new opportunity—for skiing 
together in the Alps, one AT a camping in the Adirondacks, or A. 
snorkling in the Bahamas—there are “opportunity costs.” One must 
unearth information, buy equipment, reserve hotels, arrange travel, work 
long hours to clear one’s desk, locate babysitters, dogsitters, home- 
sitters . . . Liberation becomes a swirling vertigo of demands. thes by on 
In the professional world this expansion of “musts” is strikingly evident. 

~ In the university of the 1950s, for example, one's departmental colleagues 
were often vital to one’s work. One could walk but a short distance for 
advice, information, support, and so on. Departments were often close- 
knit and highly interdependent; travels to other departments or profes- 
sional meetings were notable events. Today, however, the energetic ac- 
ademic will be linked by post, long-distance phone, fax, and electronic 
mail to like-minded scholars around the globe. The number of interactions 
possible in a day is limited only by the constraints of time. The technol- 
ogies have also stimulated the development of hundreds of new organi- 
zations, international conferences, and professional meetings. A colleague 
recently informed me that if funds were available he could spend his 
entire sabbatical traveling from one professional gathering to another. A 
similar condition pervades the business world. One’s scope of business 
opportunities is no longer so limited by geography; the technologies of 
the age enable projects to be pursued around the world. (Colgate Tartar 
Control toothpaste is now sold in over forty countries.) In effect, the 
potential for new connection and new opportunities is practically unlim- 
ited. Daily life has become a sea of drowning demands, and there is no dy 
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Now You Can Rea est gti ere eh in Just 15 Minutes 


Each! 
—Advertisement, US Air Magazine 


Information anxiety is produced by the ever-widening gap between what 
we understand and what we think we should understand. 


—Richard Saul Wurman, Information Anxiety 


It is not simply the expansion of self through relationships that hounds 

one with the continued sense of “ought.” There is also the seeping of 

# self-doubt into everyday consciousness, a subtle feeling of inadequacy quacy 

that smothers one’s activities with an uneasy sense of impending emp- 
tiness. In important respects this sense of inadequacy is a by-product of 
the populating of self and the presence of social ghosts. For as we incor- 
porate others into ourselves, so does the range of proprieties expand— 
that is, the range of what we feel a “good,” “proper,” or “exemplary” 
person should be. Many of us carry with us the “ghost of a father C2) 
reminding us of the values of honesty and hard work, or a mother chal- 
lenging us to be nurturing at aisna le a a also absorb from 

a friend the values of maintaining a healthy b body, from a lover the goal 
of self-sacrifice, from a teacher the ideal of - anally knowledge, and so 

on. Normal de Normal development leaves most people with a rich range of “goals 
fora 1 good life,” and with sufficient resources to achieve a sense of personal 
well-being by fulfilling these goals. 

But now consider the effects of social saturation. The range of one’s 
friends and associates expands exponentially; one s past life continues to 
be vivid; and the mass media expose one to an enormous array of new 
criteria for self-evaluation. A friend from California reminds one to relax 
and enjoy life; in Ohio an associate is getting ahead by working eleven 
hours a day. A relative from Boston stresses the importance of cultural 
sophistication, while a Washington colleague belittles one’s lack of political 
savvy. A relative’s return from Paris reminds one to pay more attention 
to personal appearance, while a ruddy companion from Colorado suggests 
that one grows soft. 

Meanwhile newspapers, magazines, and television provide a barrage 
of new criteria of self-evaluation. Is one sufficiently adventurous, clean, 
well vell traveled, well read, low in cholesterol, slim, skilled in cooking, 
friendly, odor-free, coiffed, frugal, burglarproof, family-oriented? The list 
is unending. More than once I have heard the lament of a subscriber to 
the Sunday New York Times. Each page of this weighty tome will be read 
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by millions. Thus each page remaining undevoured by day’s end will 
a potential idiot in a thousand 


leave one precariously disadvantaged 
unpredictable circumstances. 

Yet the threat of inadequacy is hardly limited to the immediate con- 
frontation with mates and media. Because many of these criteria for self- 
evaluation are incorporated into the self—existing within the cadre of ~ 
social ghosts—they are free to speak at any moment. The problem with 
values is that they are ` sufficient unto themselves. To value justice, for 
example, is to say nothing of the value of love; investing in duty will blind 
one to the value of spontaneity. No one value in itself recognizes the 
importance of any alternative value. And so it is with the chorus of social 
ghosts. Each voice of value stands to discredit all that does not meet its 
standard. All the voices at odds with one’s current conduct thus stand as 
internal critics, scolding, ridiculing, and robbing action of its potential 
for fulfillment. One settles in front of the television for enjoyment, and 
the chorus begins: “twelve-year-old, “couch potato,” “lazy,” “irrespon- 
sible” . . . One sits down with a good book, and again, “sedentary,” “an- 
tisocial,” “inefficient,” “fantasist” . . . Join friends for a game of tennis 
and “skin cancer,” “shirker of household duties,” “underexercised,” 
“overly competitive’ come up. Work late and it is “workaholic,” “heart 
attack-prone, “overly ambitious,” “irresponsible family member.” Each 
moment is enveloped in the guilt born of all that was possible but now 


foreclosed. 
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Rationality in Recession 


A group of agents acting rationally in the light of their expectations could 
Se 3 
arrive at so many outcomes that none has adequate reasons for action. 
—Martin Hollis, The Cunning of Reason 


LATIN DEBTS: LACK OF CONSENSUS 
Washington Awash in Arguments, 
Dry on Agreements 
— Headlines, International Herald Tribune 
RO of 


PER SICA of tu lp h retis: 
f- A third dimension of multiphrenia js closely related to the others. The 


ous Here -on the-satiomality of everyday decisis making—instances 
in which one tries to be a “reasonable person, Why, one asks, is it 
important for one’s children to attend college? The rational reply is that 
a college education increases one’s job opportunities, earnings, and likely 
sense of personal fulfillment. oi should I stop smoking? one asks, and 
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the answer is kaa P" smoking causes cancer, so to smokes simply to 
invite a short life. Yet these “obvious” lines of reasoning are obvious only 


Ze Ea o long as one’s identity remains fixed within a particular group. 
he rationality of these replies depends a together on the sharing of i 


opinions—of each incorporating th each incorporating the views of others. To achieve identity 
in other cultural enclaves turns these “good reasons” into “rationaliza- 
tions,” “false consciousness,’ or “ignorance.” Within some subcultures a 
college education is a one-way ticket to bourgeois conventionality—a 
white-collar job, picket fence in the suburbs, and chronic boredom. For 
many, smoking is an integral part of a risky life-style; it furnishes a sense 
of intensity, olfbeatness, rugged individualism. In the same way, saving 
money for old age is “sensible” in one family, and “oblivious to the erosions 
‘of inflation” in another. For most Westerners, marrying for love is the 
only reasonable (if not conceivable) thing to do. But many Japanese will 
point to statistics demonstrating greater longevity and happiness in ar- 


ranged marriages. Rationality is a vital by-product of social participation. 


Yet as the range of our relationships is expanded, the validity of each 
localized rationality is threatened. What is rational in one relationship is 
questionable or absurd from the standpoint of another. The “obvious 
choice” while talking with a colleague lapses into absurdity when speaking 
with a spouse, and into irrelevance when an old friend calls that evening. 
Further, because each relationship increases one’s capacities for discern- 
ment, one carries.with oneself a multiplicity of competing expectations, 

—f-values, and beliefs about “the obvious solution.” Thus, if the options are 
carefully evaluated, every decision becomes a leap into gray vapors. Ham- % 
let’s bifurcated decision becomes all too simple, for it is no longer being 

“or nonbeing that is in question, but to which of multifarious beings one 
can be committed. T. S. Eliot began to sense the problem when Prufrock 
found “time yet for a hundred indecisions/And for a hundred visions and 
revisions,/Before taking of a toast and tea.” 

The otherwise simple task of casting a presidential vote provides a useful 


illustration. As one relates (either directly or vicariously) to various men 
and women, in various walks of life, and various sectors of the nation or 
abroad, one’s capacities for discernment are multiplied. Where one might 
have once employed a handful of rational standards, or seen the issues 
i OORMLnited WHYS ne Gan How c a ead of criteria and see 
many sides of many issues. One may thus favor candidate A because he 
strives for cuts in the defense budget, but also worry about the loss of 
military capability in an unsteady world climate. Candidate B’s plans for 
stimulating the growth of private enterprise may be rational from one 
standpoint, but the resulting tax changes seem unduly to penalize the 
middle-class family. At the same time, there is good reason to believe 
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that A’s cuts in defense spending will favor B’s aims for a stimulated 
economy, and that B’s shifts in the tax structure will make A’s reductions 
in the military budget unnecessary. To use one criterion, candidate A is 
desirable because of his seeming intelligence, but from another, his com- 
plex ideas seem both cumbersome and remote from reality. Candidate B 
has a pleasing personality, useful for him to garner popular support for 
his programs, but in another sense his pleasant ways suggest he cannot 
take a firm stand. And so on. ; 
Increasing the criteria of rationality does not, then, move one to a clear 
and univocal judgment of the candidates. Rather, the degree of complexity 
is increased until a rationally coherent stand is impossible. In effect, as 
¢ social saturation steadily expands the population of the self, a choice of 
candidates approaches the arbitrary. A toss of a coin becomes equivalent 
to the diligently sought solution. We approach a condition in which the 
very idea of “rational choice” becomes meaningless. 


So we find a profound sea change taking place in the character of social 
Tife during the twentieth century. Through an array of newly emerging 
technologies the world of relationships becomes increasingly saturated. 
We engage in greater numbers of relationships, in a greater variety of 
forms, and with greater intensities than ever before. With the multipli- 
cation of relationships also comes a transformation in the social capacities 
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of the individual—both in knowing how and knowing that. The relatively 
coherent and unified sense of self inherent in a traditional culture gives 
way to manifold and competing potentials. A_multiphrenic condition 
emerges in which one swims in ever-shifting, concatenating, and conten- 
tious currents of being, One bears the burden of an increasing array of 
oughts, of self-doubts and irrationalities. The possibility for committed 


romanticism or strong and single-minded modernism recedes, and the ~~ 
a | 


way is opened for the postmodern being. 
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Truth in Trouble. 


We burn with desire to find solid ground and an ultimate sure foundation 
whereon to build a tower reaching to the infinite. But our groundwork 
cracks, and the earth opens to abysses. 


—Blaise Pascal, The Two Infinities 


Aces life at this small American college was normally gentle and 
unperturbed. But several years ago came a startling event. It began 
simply enough: two scholars were invited to speak on the problem of 
understanding language, one a German sociologist and the other a French 
literary analyst. Such a topic hardly seems explosive, the talks were not 
widely publicized, and given the foreign origins of the speakers one might 


even worry about pulling a decent audience. Yet, as the date grew closer, 
news of the talks seemed to be spreading broadly. Queries by phone and 
letter, from scholars and students alike, steadily mounted. Excited dis- 
cussion ensued from all corners of academia—philosophy, psychology, 


sociology, anthropology, literary studies, women’s studies, religion, and 


communications among them—and resonated for hundreds of miles. The 
talks were finally scheduled in the largest auditorium in the vicinity. And 
when the event took place, even this location proved inadequate for the 
throngs—standing, sitting, crouching wherever space permitted. i 
Why should such a debate create this kind of excitement? The major 
reason is an emerging crisis in the common conception of human under- 
standing. The problem of how people understand each other and the 
world about them once seemed relatively clear. Language expresses ideas 
and sentiments, it was held; to understand language is to understand the 
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mind of the speaker. And a speaker's language is capable of carrying 


” objective truth, Yet, because of various turns in intellectual life, it is now 
_-—~ difficult to see how these assumptions can be sustained. It is unclear how 
people gain knowledge of each other's minds and how they can objectively 


describe the world outside themselves. All that seemed clear a decade 


earlier is now murky . . . Perhaps these foreign scholars might have in- 
sights not fully understood on this side of the Atlantic, 


In this chapter I propose to explore this emerging crisis in academia. 
These are some of the most sjgnificant debates to occur in intellectual 
life within the past century. Most of the cherished beliefs that undergird 
the traditional goals of research and teaching are in eclipse. Some consider 
the demise of the traditional assumptions to be an event little short of 


A catastrophe; to part with the longstanding ideals of truth and understand- 
ing is to invite chaos, first in the academic world and then in society more _ 
generally. Others feel an innervating sense Le 
point, that a new and exciting era is in the making. p 

I focus on these developments at this juncture because the crisis in the 
academy about beliefs in objective knowledge has profound implications 

-+ for beliefs about the self. Most of us cling to the romantic view that persons 
possess a depth of passion, moral beliefs, and creative inspiration. To the 
modernist it seems utterly obvious that rationality guides most human 
action. In large measure these beliefs derive their credibility from the 
assumption that they are objectively true (or, in principle, can be proven 
so). But as I argued in chapter 1, there is ample reason to doubt such 
claims in the case of human personality. The present crisis in the academy 
presses the argument to its radical extreme. We are not dealing here with 
doubts regarding claims about the truth of human character, but with the 
full-scale abandonment of the concept of objective truth. The argument 
is not that our descriptions of the self are objectively shaky, but that the 
very attempt to render accurate understanding is itself bankrupt. And if 
objective accounts of human personality are beyond possibility, then why 
continue the search for human essence? Whatever we are is beyond 
telling. = jee Bee A LY ond Zell i wù = 

I shall further propose that the crisis in the academy is in large part a 


result of social saturation. The technologies that play an ever-increasing 


role in cultural affairs also have a major impact on discussions in the 
academic world. Thus, to understand the academic revolution currently 
taking place is an important preliminary to understanding what is occur- 
ring in the culture more generally. The demise of the true and knowable 
self in academia is the first and most articulate signal of changes of broad 
consequence. To explore these issues, we must first trace the link between 
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ve populating of the self and the demise of objectivity. How is it that 
the social saturation of our personal existence Teads to a breakdown in 
our sense of objective reality? We can then explore the ramifications of 
this condition within the academic setting. 
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Economics has . . . become so broad and so complicated that, within the 


fields, one group of specialists barely speaks the same language as the 


Ph. D.s across the hall. And so much of what is published seems more to 
proselytize for an ideology than to make sense of the chaotic 
world... . It’s no wonder that a single economic development can be 


interpreted as a godsend or a disaster, depending on the interpreter’s 


frame of reference. 
Py —Peter Passell, Egonomics: Reading Your Way Out of Chaos 
WE NMEA d5 the possesset as a 24 
@ Increasingly we emerge as the possessors of many voices. Each self yo /© @ 
contains a multiplicity of others, singing different melodies, different 
verses, and with different rhythms. Nor do these many voices necessarily 
harmonize. At times they join together, at times they fail to listen one to 
another, and at times they create a jarring discord. But what are the Ce) 
consequences of the multiply populated self? Central to the modernist 
view was a robust conualtiectitite am, dijecticalen’ knowable world, and 
to the promise of truth about this world. Natural scientists were to furnish 


objective knowledge of physical matter, economists were to discover basic 
p Sas Pa 
laws for the world of money, and the other disciplines—psychology, 
- 1 Se Ee ee 
economics, sociology, anthropology, history, and so on—were likewise 
assigned domains about which truthful and honest reflections were an- 
ticipated. In the realm of daily life one also believed in knowable selves. 
Individuals possessed a basic personality or character, and in most normal 
relationships this essential self was made known. One who fails to be 
a aE I G 

himself or herself is a superficial sham, possibly neurotic (trying desper- 
ately to be somebody else), or downright dishonest. 

But consider how objective truth is established in each of these do- 
mains. Let us begin with a simple case, that of Robert, a twelve-year-old 
shoplifter. Robert is caught in the act of stealing, and when his parents 


search his room they find evidence of earher crimes. Their distress is 


intensified when they talk with their son and he seems to have no remorse. 


Robert's only concern seems to be the price he must pay for his crimes. 
The parents conclude that their son is lacking in moral character. They 


discuss the problem with their minister, several close friends, and a school 
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counselor. All corroborate their views. It is clear that Robert lacks moral 
perspective, and steps must be taken toward improvement. For this smal 
community, Robert's lack of moral character is an objective fact. 


Now contrast this tidy scenario with a second: confronted with the same 


problem, the parents receive the following assessments: 


MINISTER: Robert is basically a very good boy. However, you, his 
parents, have been so caught up in your own projects that he has 
been severely neglected. He is feeling unloved and resentful. His 
shoplifting is his way of showing it. SS” Hin" 

FRIEND 1: The two of you haven't been getting on very well for two 
years now. Robert was always a good kid, but now he senses this 
terrible tension in the house. This is his way of asking for help. 

FRIEND 2: All of Robert’s friends seem to have most of the things they 
want—good clothes, playthings, opportunities for fun. Robert suffers 
by comparison. This is his way of trying to get what he needs to be 
OK in the eyes of his friends. 

SCHOOL COUNSELOR: Twelve is a difficult age for all kids. It’s normal 
for kids this age to search around to find out who they are, what 
their environment is like. They test themselves and each other. Not 
to worry. It’s a passing phase. 


, RSLS REM | 
What are Robert’s parents then to conclude? Is it an objective truth 
that Robert is morally deficient? As opinions become more varied, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to determine precisely what is true. As the 
social world loses its homogeneity, the “objective fact” that Robert is 
lacking in moral perspective slowly, gives way to “mere opinion.” 


More generally, it may be said that the sense of objectivity is a social 


achievement. That is, to count something as factual or true demands that 
others also reach the same conclusion. You may proclaim that you see a 
full moon. It is an obvious fact. However, if no one else agrees with you, 
chances are you will reconsider. Are your eyes functioning properly? Did 
you mistake a streetlight for the moon? Did your imagination trick you? 
At this point, what seemed an ordinary statement of fact might become 
grounds for seeking professional help. Scientific objectivity is based on 
the same presumption of univocal assent. A single scientist may proclaim 


a discovery, but before this discovery is allowed to count as fact, numerous N 
other scientists will examine the evidence, repeat the research, or oth- 


erwise attempt to “see for themselves.” Objectivity, then, is achieved 
through a coalition of subjectivities. 
In this light, let us consider the process of social saturation described ¥ 
in the preceding chapter. The expansion of telephonics, air travel, tele- 
\ 
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sion, radio, computer networks, fax systems, and the like are dramat- 
ically increasing our exposure to others, and we absorb opinions, beliefs, 
attitudes, and values from all points of the globe. It is precisely this 
exposure that undermines commitments to objectivity. For as the range 
and variability of reactions to any condition are increased, so does “the 
truth of the matter” become increasingly cloudy. What is the truth about 
Sar aoe Coni, when a stockbroker friend says the market is 
going into serious decline, a television analyst predicts a bull market, and 
foreign investors view the situation as stable? What can truly be said about 
the “loss of the ozone layer” when scientists from differing fields disagree 
on the evidence, representatives from differing nations disagree on the 
outcome, and opinions continuously change with time? 

# Yet the erosion of objectivity goes deeper than the level of public 
debate. Social saturation does more than bring us face to face with dis- 
agreements about the nature of things. As we begin to incorporate the 
dispositions of the varied others to whom we are exposed, we become 
capable of taking their positions, adopting their attitudes, talking their 
language, playing their roles. In effect, one’s self becomes populated with 
others. The result is a steadily accumulating sense of doubt in the ob- 
jectivity of any position one holds. For as opinions are “expressed, one 
becomes aware of the alternative voices lurking 1g under the eaves of con- 
sciousness, like Herman Hesse’s subterranean Steppenwolf, howling its 
mocking disapproval. In the face of continuous point and counterpoint— 
both in the public and private spheres—one slowly y approaches tl the aware- 
ness that perhaps the monument to objectivity is hollow, —-- 
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The signals emerge with increasing frequency: 


* The New York Times reports on the “critique of the canon” in literary 


studies. Faculty and students alike reject the view that there are “truly & 


___ great works of English literature,” that these works teach values that 
transcend time, and that all educated students in the United States 
should be exposed to these works. 

* Allan Bloom's Closing of the American Mind, an excoriating attack on 
the deterioration of higher education, becomes a best-seller. 

* Women s-studies programs mushroom across the country, as women 
reject the traditional courses of study as dominated with masculine 
biases. 

* New curricula in cultural studies emerge with increasing frequency, 
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dedicated to questioning the fundamental assumptions and institutions 
of Western culture. 

* The Ford Foundation sponsors a major symposium at the City Univer- 
sity of New York on the disappearance of authority in the university. 


These events are manifestations of the increasingly pervasive doubt in 
the modernist views of objective truth, rational foundations of knowledge, 
and the grand narrative of progress. In major respects this erosion in 
confidence may be traced to the steadily increasing awareness of other 
voices, other perspectives, other points of view. 


# The technology of gocial saturation is centrally implicated in this ero- — — 
sion in two ways. The first is the expansion of viable viewpoints within 
/ fields of study. A century ago most scholars confined their activities to 
their local communities and a handful of correspondents. As travel grew 
easier, learned societies proliferated. As long as membership in them 
was circumscribed, the kind of agreement necessary to achieve a 
_sense_of objectivity was relatively easy to achieve. However, with air 
travel, mass publication of journals, international conferences, low- 
priced long-distance phones, and electronic mail, communal insularity 
became increasingly difficult to maintain. All that was “avowed fact” in 
one locale became food for criticism and replacement in another. It be- 


ent SA 
_+~ came no more a question of “the facts,” but “whose facts?” Broad op- 
position breeds doubt. 


The technologies of social saturation have also enabled a range of new__ 
67/5 voices to be heard, voices daring to question the old and institutionalized 


aS . A truths. Minorities across the nation could begin to organize, develop a 
yga k a of group consciousness, articulate values and goals, publicize in- 
0 $ “iustices, seek legal help, and change laws. They were joined by a rapidly 


ole jE f expanding influx into the universities of non-Western students and faculty. 
Undergraduates were increasingly exposed to the views of Asians, Indians, 
Arabs, and so on. In traditional communities, relatively closed to outside 
communication, oppressed and alien minorities simply remained so. How- 
ever, when such minorities employ the technologies to unite with similar 
groups across the land, and to publicize their condition to the public at 
large, the fulcrum for social change shifts. Within the university setting, 
concerted efforts have been made to increase the presence of blacks, 
Hispanics, women, Native Americans, Asian-Americans, and others on 
both the faculty and student levels. New programs of study have devel- 
oped—women’s studies, black studies, cultural studies, and the like— 
each seeking to define itself, the world, and a coherent system of values. 


EA With each new community, t ablished truths—with their longstand- 


ing sense of objectivity—are thrown into suspicion. 
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Fet we must also take account of the structure of knowledge within the 
modernist ethos. For the modernist orientation itself has done much to 
generate this competition among competing truths. From the modernist 
perspective, the world is made up of various “natural kinds,” each de- 
serving its own form of study. There is the world of physical objects, for 
example, which demands physics and chemistry as basic disciplines. Liv- 
ing beings require different disciplines—for example, biology and soci- 
ology. And if each kind of thing requires a particular form of study, there 
was a ready-made rationale for an enormous array of self-sustaining sub- 
disciplines. Thus some psychologists worked in the area of learning, oth- 
ers in perception, motivation, child development, and so on. (The 


American Psychological Association pow lists thirty-four_separate_spe- 


cialties.) Much the same pattern is duplicated in other disciplines. Be- 
tween 1978 and 1988 over 29,000 new scientific journals were launched, 
almost quadrupling the previous number." An enormous assortment of 
subdisciplines each claims truth.? 

If each discipline were to remain content with its small slice of reality, 
one’s trust in truth claims might be undaunted. As disciplinary viewpoints 
become accepted realities, however, those who share them become sus- œ 
picious of the alternatives. If one believes that the world is purely material, Be 
then any discipline claiming to study “the mind,” “m to study “the mind,” “metaphysics,” or “spir- ^ 


___ituality” is suspect: such disciplines cannot be stu disciplines cannot be studying an anything that that 
exists. On the other hand, if one believes that there is no other world 


~~ outside conscious experience, then “material” as a thing in itself becomes 
suspect. What we take to be material must be a construct of our individual N 
experience. As disciplinary vocabularies strengthened, they began to 
threaten adjoining disciplines through annexation. Thus, chemistry could 
annex sections of biology, biology could claim sectors of psychology, psy- 
chology attempted to reduce sociology to its terms, sociology claimed 
expertise in linguistics, linguists claimed that their work could replace 
sections of philosophy, and so on. 

Modernism, then, served as an incubator for the multiplication of com- 
peting perspectives.* And as perspectives became self-convincing, ex- 
pansionary, hierarchical, and predatory, who was to declare the “really 
real’? Who could be trusted to rule among the antagonistic voices, and 
in whose terms was such a ruling to be justified? Or, as Jean-Francois 
Lyotard summarizes the problem of scientific legitimacy, 
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I ae vm ae the proof?” or, more generally, “Who deeides the | 

ditions of truth?” It is recogni recognized that the conditioffs act t in other words, 

the rules of the game of science, are immanent in that game, that they can 


only be established within the bounds of a debate that is already er ee 
ud y 
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If each discipline claims a different truth about the human body, then what is truly true? 
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“Here Tom Sherman “transforms the human body, into patterns of light ht and shade. Even 
photographic images “create the world they depict. 


in nature, and that there is no other proof that the rules are good than the 


consensus extended to them by the experts.* 


The groundwork was thus laid for challenging the very form of modernist 
intelligibility that had generated the chaos of competing voices. The very 
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assumption that there are natural kinds, each of which demands a par- 


ticular form of study, and the truth of which will ultimately be laid bare, 
was rendered vulnerable, The remainder of this chapter will explore three 


r 


major academic challenges to the modernist presumption of objective 


knowledge. As we shall find, each simultaneously threatens traditional 
beliefs in basic, true, or knowable selves. 


4 three M hy o Jcodemic Eh al 
FROM FACTS TO PERSPECTIVES 


The “data” [given] of research are not so much given as taken out of a 
constantly elusive matrix of happenings. We. should speak of capta rather rather 


Sen te m data. 


g Hw ot d3 t o7. —R. D. Laing, The Politics of Experience 
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One of the Major eal of modernist philosophers of science was 
to furnish rational foundations for knowledge. Rules of scientific conduct 
were developed so that all the disciplines might proceed more efficiently 


to build_objectively grounded knowledge of their subject matter. This 
assumed first that there were basic subject matters to be k known abput, 


and second that it was das tHE task of scholars to produce ¢ accurate ¢ accounts 
of these domains. Thus, such topics as “the solar system,” “the biological 


system,” “economic behavior,” and the like are “out there,” existing 


A 


independently of the scholar. And proper research should bend itself — 


toward true portrayals of what is there.” 
The first important hint of trouble with the modernist view of objective 
truth actually occurred during the modernist period itself. It had long 


been assumed that objects in the world are defined largely by points in 


time and space. If something does not occupy space and occur within 
æ time, it is indeed difficult to call it “something” at all. Yet, as the physicist 
Werner Heisenberg convincingly demonstrated in the mid-1g20s, it is 
theoretically impossible to determine the position and velocity of the 
basic units of matter. We do so in practice, proposed Heisenberg, only 
because we limit most of our interests to cases so crudg (those seen with 
the naked eye) that we do not detect the impossibility. However, when 
one moves to the level of subatomic physics, the impossibility of locating 
the positions of atomic particles becomes clear. The very attempt to 
measure the position and velocity of a particle particle will knock the particle 


about in unpredictable ways. In effect, there is no basic unit of matter to 
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be observed independent of those who make the observation. Subject 
and object are inextricably linked. Su bject ¢ ly Sel p em 
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Although the broad commitment to objectivity made it necessary to 
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disregard the unsettling implications of Heisenberg’s demonstrations, 
concern with the observer's perspective continued to mount. And soit 
should, given a century in which technology ensured a steadily increasing 
exposure to a multiplicity of other perspectives. By the time of the 1962 
publication of Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
there was wide receptivity to a critique that was to revolutionize the 
conception of knowledge itself. Recall the modernist myth of progress: 
Science is preeminently rational. As the scientist tests theories against 
reality, those that fail to be verihed are abandoned. Those that stand up 
to scientific test are retained. Thus, science moves inexorably in a self- 
correcting, progressive direction. Any scientist or citizen who employs 
the scientific method will inevitably move toward increased knowledge 
and an enhanced capacity for adaptation. 

Kuhn's reply to the modernist conception of progressive knowledge 
was to use the conception in order to abuse it. What do we find, he asked, 
if we examine historical incidents or periods credited with major break- 
throughs in science? If we take a hard look at these cases, do we find that 
scientific progress was achieved according to modernist conceptions? Can 
shifts in scientific perspective properly be traced to the rational proce- 
dures touted by the modernists? In effect, if we “observe the historical 
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facts” (a modernist assumption), can we improve on the modernist concept 


f accumulating knowledge? 
Kuhn concluded that what we view as great scientific advances cannot 


be credited to a modernist account of rational procedure. Rather, main- 
stream scientists of a given age are committed to a particular perspective 
of the world (along with associated practices)—a paradigm, in Kuhn's 
terms. At the same time, anomalous findings are generated by scientists 
outside this paradigm. These findings neither verify nor falsify the existing 
paradigm; they are simply irrelevant to it. At some point, when enough 
findings accumulate, the marginal group of scientists will develop an 
alternative way of thinking about the world, one in which their findings 
make sense. The new theory cannot be compared with the old in terms 
of its empirical truth; it is simply a different way of viewing the world, 

~ wedded to a different realm of facts. As Kuhn concludes, “we may. . . 
have to relinquish the notion . . . that changes of paradigm carry scientists 
and those who learn from them closer and closer to the truth.” 


The shift from the Ptolemaic to the Copernican theory of the cosmos 
is a good case in point. Galileo is typically credited with carrying out the 
experiments essential to proving that the sun rather than the earth lies 


at the center of our solar system. Yet, argues Paul Feyerabend in his 


caustic volume Against Method,’ if one scans the actual data available to 
Galileo and his critics, there is no way to credit him with empirically 
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disproving that the sun revolves around the earth. Galileo's attackers had 
-much evidence on their side. (Do we not “see” the sun “rise” and “set >) 
Also, the means by which Galileo demonstrated the “truth” of his con- 
clusions was novel. The force of his arguments depended largely on in- 
formation collected through the telescope. On what grounds are such data _, 
to be trusted? Are there not myriad interpretations to be made of tele- 
scopic data? (Consider the unquestioning trust we now place in biology _ 
teachers who tell us that the mysterious and confusing blurs we see 
through a laboratory microscope are actually amoebas.) So Galileo had 
to make numerous unsupported assumptions about what kind of infor- 
mation the telescope provided him. Or more broadly, one had to be 
committed to numerous unwarranted assumptions in order for telescopic 
data to “count” for or against Galileo's position. “Good evidence” thus 
depends on the paradigm in which one is immersed. 

Support for Kuhn’s position was widespread. One of these arguments 
cut directly into the jugular of modernism. Modernism was deeply com- 
mitted to the view that the facts of the world are essentially there for 
study. They exist independently of us as observers, and if we are rational 
we will come to know the facts as they are. Yet, as Kuhn suggested, what 
counts as a fact depends on one’s perspective. This emphasis on per- 
spective is sharpened in Norbert Hanson's Patterns of Discovery.° Hanson 
proposes that we come to each situation with practiced ways of perceiving, 
so that in the very act of perception we produce “the events” of con- 
sciousness. To illustrate, consider the accompanying figure. How is it to 
be identified? If one were an avid ornithologist, one might well see a bird _ 
with its beak open, ready for a tasty worm. A zoologist, however, might 
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in both cases, but depending on the conceptual interests and knowledge 
of the observen, it can be identified in wholly different ways. As Hanson 


proposes, in the case of science, “The infant and the layman can see: they 
are not blind. But = cannot see what the physicist sees; they are blind 


to what he sees. . . . Seeing is a theory- theory-laden undertakir undertaking. Observation 
of X is shaped by prior knowledge of X.” 


If what we take to be objective en is a result of perspectives 
rather than brute “facts in themselves,” how is it that certain views come 
to be accepted as “knowledge” and others are cast aside as “erroneous” 
or “misleading; ? gitaigithisseoneem that aay ocquursietyayiinieel e 
historians and sociologists of knowledge since the publication of Kuhns 
volume, They see no genuinely rational way to decide whether one the- 
oretical perspective is more accurate than another. Therefore, these de- 
cisions may be properly traced tg various social processes. Scientists exist 
in communities, and what is taken for “the truth” in these communities 
depends primarily pn social factors such as power, social negotiation, and 
prestige. 

„Groundbreaking work by the UCLA sociologist Harold Garfinkel fo- 
cused on ethnomethodology, that is, the conversational conventions used 
by people in everyday life to determine what counts as “the factual 
world.”!! Consider, for example, the case of suicide. We take it for granted 
that there are various sorts of death, including death by natural causes, 
murder, and suicide. There are statistical compendiums that chart suicide 
rates in various countries; insurance companies are keen to determine 
into which category a death is properly placed; and it is of enormous 
significance to us if we are told that a friend has committed suicide. But 
how do we determine when a suicide occurs? Corpses carry no labels 
telling us how they came into this state. To make such determinations, 
argued Garfinkel and his colleagues, we must fall back on conversational 
conventions about such issues. Often such conversations are built around 
the concept of “intention.” Did the individual intend to take his life or 


not? Yet it is very difficult to know about people s intentions. How are 


people to determine, for certain, what intentions underlie their behavior? 


And how, in the light of cultures in which the concept of intention is not 


found, can we be so certain that people even have intentions? An indi- 


vidual may write a note in which he says he intends to take his life, but 
on what grounds should we trust this as an accurate report on his mental 


condition? Perhaps he doesn’t understand his situation and was being 
driven by forces beyond his control. And what about deaths that we call 
| “natural”? If our only desire in life were for longevity, chances are we 


would not eat many of the foods we do, breathe the air in our city streets, 
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time, shouldn't our deaths be considered forms of suicide? What then 
counts as evidence for suicide? It depends on the social group in which 

such decisions are made. Suicides are not “facts in the world,” but the 
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of group perspective. 


This line of thinking has since been extended by a large number of 
scholars into the realm of natural science—the privileged reserve of ob- 
jective truth, To illustrate but one of these investigations, the sociologists 
Bruno Latour and Stephen Woolgar entered the Salk Institute for Bio- 
logical Studies to observe scientists at work.!? Exactly how did the sci- 
entists determine what counted as truth, opinion, or falsity in their work? 
They spent months watching the communications between the scientists _ 
at the laboratory, not only the formal meetings but the informal inter- 
changes that took place while the scientists scanned data or chatted about 


2 


findings. Latour and Woolgar conclude that what counts as objective truth ) 
is not the result of is not the result of rationally subjecting hyp subjecting hypotheses to empirical test, but 


emerges from a emerges from a network of social agreeme agreements. Examples from this and 


related research: 


- A senior investigator insists that her assistants use theory X rather than 


theory Y to interpret their findings. 


- An investigator cites others’ findings as support for his work, even when 


such findings were based on other research methods or different sam- 
ples. 


* Investigators demonstrate the weaknesses in theory and method of all 
those who oppose their position, but do not admit their own shortcom- 


ings. 


‘Investigators cite favorably those who were likely to review their work 
for publication, hoping to increase the chances that their own work will 


be published—that is, viewed as “accepted truth.” 


* One theory is preferred by a scientific team over competing possibilities 


ecause granting agencies have a preference for this theory. To Garry 
out research under this theoretical banner is to improve the likelihood 
of receiving future funds, and thus of maintaining a central position in 


the field. 


Thus, they conclude, it is not the “real world” that determines scientific 


description and explanation, but rather social processes within science 
and society. '? It is largely this line of thinking that has reduced the once- 
flourishing field of the philosophy of science—which was to furnish foun- 
dational rules of scientifie procedure—to a beleaguered discipline on the 
defense. It is not that the social theorists discount what are taken to be 
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the advances of the natural sciences; one can scarcely argue that words 
like “moon landing” and “polio vaccine” don't stand for something, and 


— 


that whatever that something is was not present in previous history (as 
we understand that term). From the social perspective, however, the 
CF Jords used in conjunction with such “events” are not determined by the _ 
events in themselves, and thus many alternative accounts are possible. 
The success of a technology has nothing to do with the truth of the 
scientific accounts used on its behalf. A “successful vaccine” (using the 
common vernacular) does not make such terms as “virus” and “vaccine” 
objectively true; nor does “unsuccessful witchcraft” (by Western stan- 
dards) render such terms as “magic power” and “devil possession” untrue. 
These two forms of language simply happen to be used by such groups 
while carrying on disparate activities—which various people call more or 
less “successful.” Western biologists could replace their concepts with a 
shaman’s in all their equations without affecting the outcomes of the 
science. 
Thus we find steadily mounting suspicion of the objective truths of 
science, or of any other group that proclaims the truth of its language. 
to gg Losey of position on the basis of factual accuracy is specious, — 
g accounts of “the way the world is’ ’ don’t grow from natu grow from nature but from 
: lication of a socially shared perspective. What, then, is a “fact” 
i on =: account? As Mary Hawksworth puts it, “A fact is a theoretically 


constituted proposition, supported by theoretically mediated evidence 
ie and put forward as part of a theoretical formulation of reality. A fact is a 
a contestable consequent of a theoretically constituted order of things.” 
` In effect, once a theory is embraced by a group, it is used to interpret 


events in such a way that it seems factually true. What is “objectively” 

N) true depends, then, not on what is the case, but on the community in 
0 Ss which one happens to participate. And in light of the increasing availability Ñ 
Ñ of “other voices,” we find an increasing range of “other truths.” YV 
NY What then is to be said of all that we take to be self-knowledge, of all X 

) the ee both scientific and quotidian, that define who and what 
we are? We speak of our feelings, carry out research on cognition, and T 


W e to cure depression. On what grounds do we proceed with these 
A ventures? The preceding arguments suggest that none of our assump- Q 


N 
N gtions—either i in science or daily life—is derived from “what is the case. PE 
M \ a The terms “emotion,” “reason, “depression,” and so on are not present 
D i in our vocabulary because they reflect the facts of emotion, reason, and 
N depression in the world. Rather, such terms gain their meaning, their 
) fh sense of reality, from the perspectives we bring to events in present-day 


pi A final line of unsettling questions now surfaces: How is it possible 
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guage of the self as it truly is? And if we cannot do so, why do we presume 
a real, objectively knowable self at all? Such a presumption becomes a 


gratuitous addition to the use of the language. 
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imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize and which others 


have to recognize in him . . . is a form of power which makes individuals 


subjects. 

LY, thy ot OVEN Michel Foucault, The Subject and Power 
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These initial lines of argument are buttressed by yet another form of_ > 
inquiry, one of more immediate concern to society. The issue in this case / A 

is the relationship between claims to truth and the distribution of power , c 

in society. Those groups to whom knowledge is attributed are generally 

granted the privilege of making decisions. We want knowledgeable peo- 

ple, rather than the ignorant and uninformed, to decide on matters of 

æ importance. Thus the power of decision making is often granted to sci- 

entists, experienced politicians, learned judges, medical doctors, and so 

on. Their words reflect the realities of accumulated experience. And 

because our educational curricula are largely controlled by “those who 

know,” the educational system operates to sustain the existing structure 

of power. Students learn “the right facts” according to those who control 


the system, and these realities, in turn, systain their positions of power. 
n this sense the educational system serves the interests of the existing 
«i= <1 


— To the extent that cultures are homogeneous in their values and def- 


initions of reality, this condition remains unproblematic. However, as 
increasing numbers of people gain voice, claims to knowledge and the 
right to power become points of contention, For example, if Darwinian 
theory is not objectively true, but merely a perspective shared by biol- 
ogists, then by what right are creationist views dropped from school 
curricula in favor of evolutionary theory? Does such a decision not 
strengthen the power of the scientific establishment, in dictating national 
policy, and weaken the voice of religion? If the cures produced by the 


medical profession are only “cures” from a given perspective, then why 


should insurance benefits be granted for medical treatment but not for 


various forms of psychotherapy? Does this decision not strengthen the 
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medical (or biological) conception of human behavior and dismiss the or- 


dinary_person’s experiences and feelings as unimportant? And if the lit- 


erary works selected by a department of English as superior and essential 


are only a reflection of the department's white and economically privileged 


perspective, then why should such reading lists be accepted by blacks, . 
Chicanos, or Asian-American students? Are their traditions not obliterated ~~ 


by such decisions? 
a More generally, then, if our discourses are not derived from the facts, 


but once embraced they create what we take to be the factual world, then 
a more critical look at these discourses is in order. Because these dis- 
courses support and sustain various structures of power and privilege, 

certain people are marginalized and oppressed by them. Such concerns 
have generated an enormous body of scholarship aimed at uncovering the 
political, ideological, or ethical biases underlying the authority respon- 
sible for knowledge otherwise taken for granted. The critical literature 
seeks to demystify the voice of authority, and to increase the range of 
voices in the sanctuaries of power. 

Voices of demystification are now everywhere. Perhaps the strongest 
are those of feminist critics. Many feminist scholars argue that the tra- 
ditional voices of authority have been almost altogether male. Science, 
government, religion, business, law, the military, medicine, the family— 
all the institutions are patriarchal, and thus the “truth” of male voices 
alone directs cultural life. If the male perspective has dominated—er- 
roneously, in the name of truth or wisdom—this voice must be chal- 
lenged, For, they argue, that voice has primarily served the desires of 
men to the detriment of women’s interests. '® 

To illustrate these concerns, ,it is especially useful to consider formu- 
lations in the natural sciences, again because such sciences are considered 
exempt from value bias. Emily Martin's analysis of the ways in as 


ening. 7 Martin's particular concern is in the way biological texts, in both 
the classroom and laboratory, represent or describe the female body. She 
concludes from her extensive analysis of such accounts that the woman's 
SE body is largely viewed as a “factory” whose primary purpose is to repro- 
duce the _ duce the species. It follows that the processes of menstruation and men- 
(opause are ~~ (opause are characterized as wasteful if not t dysfunctional, for they are 
periods of “nonproduction.” Note the negative terms in rms in which the typi- 
cal biology text describes menstruation (italics mine): “the fall in blood 
progesterone and estrogen deprives the highly developed endometrial 
lining of its hormonal support”; “constriction” of blood vessels leads to a 
“diminished supply of oxygen and ANa ; and when “disintegration 
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starts, the entire lining begins to slough, and the menstrual flow begins.” 
“The loss of hormonal stimulation causes decrosis” (death of tissue). An- 
other text says that menstruation is like “the uterus crying for lack of a 
baby.” (D 

Martin makes two essential points. First, these scientific descriptions 
are anything but neutral. In subtle ways they inform the reader that 

„ menstruation and menopause are forms of breakdown or failure. These 

pejorative implications have broad social consequences. For the woman, 
to accept such accounts is to alienate herself from her body. Such de- 
scriptions furnish grounds for judging herself negatively—both on a 
monthly basis during most of her adult years and then permanently after 
the years of fertility have passed. Second, t these characterizations could( (t) 
be otherwise. Such negative bias is not required by “the way things are” 
but results from an unthinking exercise of the masculine metaphor of the 
woman as a reproduction factory. 

To secure the latter case, Martin points out that there are other bodily 
processes—some even exclusive to men—that could be described a 


the same manner but are not. The lining of the stomach is shed and. # , 
7 
replaced regularly, and geminal fluid picks up cells that have been shed 


as it flows through the male ducts. However, biological texts characterize 
the change in the stomach walls as a “renewal and make no mention of 
males “losing” or “wasting” in describing ejaculation. In effect, there are 
many ways of describing the same set of processes, and the prevailing 
choice made by biological science is ideologically loaded—to the detri- 
ment of women. 

A second illustration is useful, as it amplifies the concerns of anthro- oa 
pologists and historians with Western individualism (see chapter 1). Most M10 
authoritative accounts of “the way things are” contain hidden values, the 
critics surmise, and one of the most problematic of these is the value 
placed on individualism. Western culture has long placed a strong value 
on the individual's self-determination (usually limited to the male). It is 
the good person, it is said, who makes his own decisions, resists group 
‘pressure, and “does it his way.” It is the spirit of individualism to which 
the culture pays tribute for economic prosperity, military victories, and 

_a strong democracy. Yet, the critics point out, this same > cultural value 
has many shortcomings. In particular, it invites people to think of them- 
selves as fundamentally isolated, alone to ponder and create their own 
fate. Because cooperating with others means “sacrificing one’s own desire” 
to the will of others, individualism also discourages cooperation and the 
development of community. A me-first attitude is also invited, because S 


e-first attitude, a 
if we are all isolated individuals then self- elf-gain is to be preferred to the 2 wi 
6 Two esenti v! Pa Ads. a 


TRUTH IN TROUBLE 


G Male = f eh Pael, CS 
Shed ye [ezed ye ee lerly ¢ 
OE ee ee a | 7. T OE a 


DOKY HUMen BWuUHEetlEwWsIN ci 


gain of others. Indeed, propose the critics, if individualism remains the 
dominant value, the future well-being of the planet is jeopardized. We 
now possess the means for annihilating all human life, and values that 
stress independence, self-determination, and self-gain militate against 
cooperation for the good of all. They foster a context for destructive 
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conflict. 
With such views in mind, critics have examined various bodies of ac- 
cepted knowledge for their implicit or unspoken celebration of individ- 
ualism. In one of the strongest of these critiques, Edward Sampson has 
taken as his target the field of psychology.'° To appreciate the force of 
Sampson’s argument, consider the following commonly held propositions 
r a ee ee e 


@ «about human functioning: 


* Each person possesses a set of basic personality traits that largely de- 
termine his or her actions in various situations. 

* People’s attitudes and values typically determine their choices. 

* The mature person bases his or her ethical decisions on deep-seated 
moral principles. 

* The well-adjusted person possesses a sense of self-worth on which he 


or she can rely in times of stress. 


Such statements are virtual truisms in modern culture; in one form or 
another few would question them. Yet, Sampson reasons, each of these 
taken-for-granted principles lends support to the ideology of individual- 
ism. Each proposes that people possess inner tendencies—personality 
traits, attitudes and values, moral principles, sense of self-worth—and 
that these inner tendencies determine their behavior. In effect, each of 

ua these statements paints a picture of the ideal human as one who is self- 
directing and self-reliant. The statements seem innocent enough, but they 
contain subtle and unwitting biases. There is no way that such propositions 
could be derived from people’s observed actions—the movements of their 
limbs, torso, mouth, and so on. Rather, these propositions are derived 
from forms of discourse used by large segments of the culture to support 


their institutions. They are favored ways of talking and writing., When 
scientists enter their laboratories to determine “the nature of man,” they 


import this form of discourse and use it to interpret their findings. The 


result is that the scientists add sanctity to an ideology of potentially harm- 
ful ful consequence to the future, 
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What, therefore, is truth? A mobile army i helene metonymies, 
~anthropomorphisms; . . . which after long use seem firm, canonical, and 
obligatory to a people: truths are illusions of which one_has forgotten 


that they are illusions. 
4 —Friedrich Nietzsche, a Truth and Falsity in Their Extramoral Sense 
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In the face of the preceding arguments, assumptions of real selves begin 
to pale. If the properties of personality are by-products, not of p not of persons # 


themselves, but of our “ways of talk,” then what is gained by presuming 

a real self, beyond the possibility of accurate description? And if each 

mode of discourse favors certain groups to the detriment of others, doesn't 

the presumption of real and actual selves render society more rigid, and 

oppression more compelling? These doubts are only a beginning. In still 

ther quarters of academia, the powder has been readied for a full-scale 

(# Aemolition of the self. This line of reasoning is changing the entire land- 

scape of literary study, and is held directly responsible for the “post- 

modern” turn in academic life. Many complex considerations are at stake, 
but as in previous cases, subtlety will be sacrificed for clarity. 

At least since classical Greece, human beings in the West have credited 
themselves with internal or psychological processes of thought (or more 
formally, cognition). Over the centuries there have been many attempts 
to imbue thought processes with wondrous attributes or capacities, For 

_ Descartes and other rationalist philosophers, individual thought was the 
sole basis for indubitability, providing the guarantee of personal being— 

“I think, therefore I am.” For many Enlightenment thinkers it was the 
power of individual reasoning, located within all normal beings, that 
granted them the right to challenge authority. And for modernists of the 

< twentieth century, it is through powers of reason that one establishes 
knowledge. As individuals sift the evidence, propose hypotheses and 


antitheses, and evaluate the outcomes of their deductions, they build 
repositories of knowledge within. And, it is said, such repositories enable 
individuals tQ’cut a successful path through the complexities of the world, 


and grant the human species an advantage in the competition for survival. 
—} It is this conception of the individual thinker, the center of knowledge 
and decision making, that is now in jeopardy. 
To appreciate the force and implications of the arguments, it is useful asic 
to differentiate three separate but interlocking assumptions within hel? pH à 
traditional belief system. As illustrated in the figure on p. 100 (Phase 1), eee 
we first presume a distinction between a real or objective world and a 
vetween the objective and the subjective. Thus, 
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traditionally, the world exists as it is (“nature in itself”), and if a person 


is to survive, it is his or her task to perceive or apprehend the world as 
it is, It is also believed that when we speak or write, qur words are 
external expressions of our inner thoughts—of what we believe or know 
to be the case (Phase 2). As we say, “He speaks his mind,” “She told me 

~ what she thought,” or “His lecture will be a good expression of his ideas.” 
Finally, we presume that our expressions of thought—namely, our 
words—can furnish suitable guides or pictures of the world as it is (Phase 
3). Thus, if we perceive the world correctly, and express our knowledge 
in plain language, others will gain in knowledge. 

These_assumptions are hardly academic in their implications. They 
provide the basis for the widespread faith in the ability of scientists to 
furnish objective knowledge of the world, and for holding scientific knowl- 

/ edge to be more trustworthy (based on real-world observation) than the 
opinions of poets, politicians, or spiritualists. They furnish the chief ra- 
tionale for having schools and building the curriculum around the printed 
and spoken word. They underlie our conceptions of democratic process, 
in which each individual is credited with the ability to think for himself. 
And on the more personal level, they shape the contours of intimacy. To 
“truly know” someone generally means that our private world of thoughts 
and feelings resonates with and is understood by the other, and vice 
versa—mind to mind, heart to heart. a 

A But this traditional view of the individual knower no longer seems 
viable. Each of the necessary assumptions has been criticized, and crit-— 
icisms in one domain have implications in the next. If it proves difficult, 
for example, to make sense of the distinction between external and in- 
ternal levels of reality, then by implication doubt is also cast on the 
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The Enlightened Man: 1. The world is observed and contemplated. 2. Concepts are ex- 
pressed through words_and_actions. 3. Words carry a picture of the world to others. 
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assumption 
vidual minds, and that words serve as external expressions 0 
world. Let us explore the emerging critiques of the individual as agent 
of knowledge. 


— 


Separating the Knower from the Known 


These two terms, “sense-data” and “material things,” live by taking in 
each others washing—what is spurious is not one term of the pair, but 


the antithesis itself. 
—J. L. Austin, Sense and Sensibilia 


There is scarcely a reader who doubts that when he or she is asleep _ 
the world goes on as it is. The world is there, independent of us; we are 
but its spectators during our conscious hours. Yet in spite of the obvious, 
fact that we are transient agents of experience in a world that will continue 
beyond our demise, can such a belief be justified? The distinction between 

e real world and the perceived world seems altogether self-evident, but 


is it? If all experience were removed from existence, would anything be 
a SST ae a aS a a ce >> 
left over to be called real “clouds” or “steeples”? If we removed from 


existence all that we call real-world, would anything remain that we call 


‘seeing, “hearing,” or “smelling”? To remove the entirety of one domain 
l is to remove the whole of the other. Why ti Why then do we treat this unity as 
two realms of existence rather than one? And, as philosophers have long 
questioned, if each of us lives in our private experience, then on what 
grounds do we conclude that there is anything outside of experience? If & 
all that we can know is in our experience, then we can know nothing 
beyond it—which would exclude the possibility of knowledge of an ex- 
ternal, or nonexperiential, world. 
We find, then, that philosophers have never been able to justify the 
“distinction between the real world and the experienced world, nor the 
existence of a real world independent of experience. Most scholars cease 
to worry about such intractable | intractable problems. As is often proposed, the dis- 
tinction between world and mind seems i intuitively correct, and it seems 
to make sense of much that we know. By abandoning the problem of 
justifying this conclusion, a range of possibly more fruitful questions can 
be asked. Specifically, if we presume a dualism—a knower and a known— 


how can we explain how the real world comes to be represented in the 
mind of the knower; how can we determine when and where “misper- 
ception’ occurs; and how do mental representations of the world influence 
the individual's actions? Such “problems of knowledge” have long occu- 
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pied philosophers, and in this century psychologists have joined them, 
seeking experimental solutions to such questions as why people see con- 
stancy in a world of continuous change, what cues we use to estimate 
depth, and how we account for perceptual illusions. Curiously, despite 
the enormous effort expended on the problem, there are still no widely 
è accepted solutions.” The riddle of how we correctly perceive or know 
__ what is the case persists. 
Thus the ground is ready for a more skeptical question: Is the problem 
A itself ill posed? Why do we presume a real world on the one hand and. 
an ẹxperienced world on the other? Are those intractable problems not 
created by the form of the question itself? Such a possibility began to 
crystallize in Wittgenstein’s later work.?! As Wittgenstein proposed, ou 
words are not pictures of what is the case. Words are not maps of reality? 
Rather, words gain their meaning though their use in social interchange, 
within the “language games” of the culture. We don't use words like 
perception, thought, and memory because they accurately map a world 
we call mental, Rather, such terms gain i their meaning ng from the way they 
are used in social life. To say “John, you forgot my birthday” is not a 
report on the state of John’s mental world; the words function as a chas- 
tisement for his errant behavior in a given relationship. From this stand- 
point it is no longer necessary to ask how it is that an individual “perceives” 
or “remembers,” for example, because such terms do not stand for (or 
map) existing mental processes. Perceive and remember are words that 
derive their meaning from the language games of the culture. “Try not 
to think of understanding as a ‘mental process at all,” says Wittgenstein. 


“For that is the expression which confuses you. But ask yourself: in what 


sort of case, » in what kind of circumstances, do we say, Now I know how __, 


to go on. >? 
Interest in this possibility, has grown and prospered since Wittgenstein 


wrote. Richard Rorty’s more recent Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 
brings the argument to its logical conclusion. He proposes that the view 
of the mind as an internal mirror of external reality is a metaphor elab- 
grated largely by philosophers of the seventeenth century, designed at 
the time to defend the purpose of philosophical inquiry against the suc- 
cessful sciences of the day. It is only when one takes the metaphor as 
literal that the problem of knowledge is created. Rorty writes, 
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to think of knowledge which presents a “problem,” and about which we ought 
to have a “theory,” is a product of viewing knowledge as an assemblage of 
representations—a view of knowledge which . . . was a product of the sev- 
enteenth century. The moral to be drawn is that if this way of thinking of 
knowledge is optional, then so is [the problem of knowledge].” 
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And so A is the concept of the individual self. For if it makes no 
~ sense to ask, as a matter of serious concern, how the objective world ci 

makes its imprint on nprint on the subjective world, ho subjective world, how the individual m mind com- 
prehends external reality, why continue to grant t honorific status to the 
distinction between sub subject and object at all? Why must we take seriously 
the presumption that there are individual minds about which we must 
gain knowledge? And what, after all, should we mean by knowledge in 
such a case? To eradicate the distinction between world and mind, ohject 
and subject, is to remove both from the field of existing essences. “World” 
and “mind” became entries in the discursive practices of the ae 
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Some revelistions occur quietly: no manifestoes, no marching and singing, TE 
no tumult in the streets; simply a shift in perspective, a new way of seeing | 


what had always been there. [We] have been witnessing just such a change 


in the field of literary theory and criticism. The words reader and au- 
dience, once relegated to the status of the unproblematic and obvious, 
have acceded to a starring role. 


—Susan Suleiman, The Reader in the Text 


Given these critiques, we can no longer sustain the presumption that 
individual minds operate as mirrors of external reality. Why then must 
gø we presume that there is an internal world of the self—private and iso- 
lated—that thinks, knows, and expresses itself in words? Yet the as- 
sumption that people express their minds through words is a mainstay of 
Western cultural life. To understand another's words, we hold, is to have 
access to his or her mind or consciousness. When we interpret another's 
words correctly, we are grasping his or her “intention” or “meaning.” A 
proper account of Shakespeare’s Othello, then, should help us see what 
Shakespeare was “trying to say,” what he “meant” by the play. A student’s 
essay on Eliot’s “The Waste Land” should strive to reveal Eliot’s inten- 


poem. 
This assumption not only figures prominently in the Western educa- 0 


tional tradition. Tt also forms the basis for legal decisions that depend on ou 


interpreting earlier judicial rulings. When the U.S. Supreme Court in- 
terprets the Constitution in a given case, it claims k 
founding fathers “intentions.” Similarly, when the pope gives an inter- 
pretation of an earlier writ or biblical passage, he claims knowledge of 


the writer's “inspiration” or “meaning.” And when a newswriter, histo- 
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tions,” what he was “trying to express, in the various symbols in the a 
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rian, or political scientist furnishes an analysis of a given speech, the claim 


is that the speaker's “meaning” or “motives” will be revealed. 
The problems with these assumptions begin with a consideration of the 


audience—the reader or listener. To make sense of another's words or 
actions, the audience must proceed from some perspective. Others’ words 
do not come with labels indicating how they must be interpreted, and 
such interpretation must thus be based on a set of assumptions, or a 


perspective—concerning, for example, what people “have on their 


minds,” how they are motivated, and so on. The German theorist Hans- 


Georg Gadamer proposes that people approach a text (or any other verbal 
__+ expression) with a forestructure of understandings that form the basis for 


a ne 


interpretation.” However, this forestructure is open to change through 


time. The horizon of understanding, as he puts it, is continuously chang- 
ing over the course of history, favoring interpretations in one period that 
would seem woolly-minded or absurd in another. From our contemporary 


vantage point, a person's spoken opinions can be read as evidence of his 


unconscious desires; two centuries ago such an understanding would have 
been practically impossible. This is not to say that our ability to understand 


has improved with time, only that our horizon of understanding has 
changed. And it is for this reason, many maintain, that we can never 
know if we “understand” the great texts of the past—the Bible, Shake- 
speare, the Constitution. We can only understand such texts in terms of 
our present conventions of interpretation, and there is no means of as- 
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sessing the similarity between them and those of the past—each attempt 
to interpret the conventions of the past would itself proceed on the basis 


of our contemporary conventions.” 


Matters of correct interpretation are even more complicated. The lit- 
erary theorist Stanley Fish notes that we now have many frameworks of 


interpretation to choose from.” Each derives its sense of validity from a 
particular community-efinterpretation—a group of individuals who by 
virtue of persuasion and consent come to share certain assumptions about 
the proper reading of a text. In effect, every reader approaches a book 
with certain styles of interpretation intact, styles that reflect the com- 
munities of which he or she is a part. The way the book is interpreted 
must inevitably depend on these styles. 
Consider, for example, the line “Her boss approached her with steady 
gaze and ready smile.” How is the reader to interpret the line? What is 
the author’s intent? For a teenage subcommunity obsessed with romance, 
the “steady gaze” and “ready smile” are the obvious signals of a budding 
love affair, so clearly the author intends to write about love. In contrast, 
a business executive might assume the author was describing a popular 


managerial style. If the reader were a feminist, however, the steady 
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gaze and “ready smile” might reveal the nuances of sexual harassment. 
And for a Marxist, the author might be describing the seductive exploi- 

“tation of the working class. In effect, each reader incorporates the author “ 
into his or her own perspective. Or in the succinct terms of the literary 
analyst Morris Zapp, “Every decoding is another encoding. ”2” 

This argument is not a happy one for most teachers of literature, for it 
means that all readings of a text or poem— including those of neophyte 
students—are equally valid as insights into “true” meaning. We still have 
many conventions by which to speak of the superiority of one interpre- 
tation over another (aesthetic appeal, inclusiveness, subtlety, originality, 
value basis), but the traditional standard of accuracy no longer applies. 

Ly This emphasis on communities of interpretation also poses difficulties in 
the judicial sphere. When the Supreme Court issues an interpretation of 
the Constitution, in what sense do the justices reflect the “true intent” 
of the founding fathers? Are they not simply reading their own values — 
into the Constitution? How could they do otherwise?” (For those dis- 
mayed at the shifting opinion of the Court on such matters as abortion 
and civil liberties, these suspicions have now become realities.) 

The implications of these lines of reasoning are of signal consequence 

to the traditional view of the self. For if words are interpreted according 
-to community-based understandings, then of what value is the concept. N 


of the author's intention, meaning, or subjectivity? Our interpretations 
of another's words or actions cannot be judged in terms of their corre- 
spondence with the inner processes of the other and social life continues 
nevertheless. So why presume that there are psychological processe 
(intentions, desires) to which interpretations should be true? One may 
reply in protest, “But I do understand my intentions, what I mean when 
I speak; and if you are to interpret me correctly you must know my 
intentions.” But what is it to “look inward” and to identify what one 
“really means’? Can one identify an “inner state” not already prefigured 
“in the pubjic language? Can an American look inward and identify an 
emotion for which there is no English word? To express what one believes 
one intends, it is necessary to use the public language. And when this 
language is communicated to others, they have little choice but to inter- 
pret it in terms of their local or commonsense conventions. 
As scholars now ask, why do we privilege “the mind” behind the text 
~as being its point of origin, its rational or creative source? If understanding 


a text is a matter of participating in ongoing conventions of culture, then 


why is writing (or speaking) not a similar process—a matter of joining i 
the language games? To write or speak is not, then, to express an interior fp 
world, but to borrow from the available things people write and say an \ 


to reproduce them for yet another audience. As the French theorist” SAE / 
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Roland Barthes has put it, “a text is not a line of words releasing a single 


‘theological’ meaning (the ‘messages’ of the author-God) but a multi- _ 


dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, 


m 


blend and clash. ”® But if the idea of a creative mind behind the text is 
unworkable, where in Western history did we come to believe in the 
idea? The idea of single minds behind words is a cornerstone of Western 
individualism, and thus may date back to the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries._Before this time, many writings did not have single individuals 
who claimed sole authorship. Michel Foucault suggests that the desire 
to identify an author resulted in part from authorities’ attempts to hold 
persons responsible for undesirable political writings. In any case, Fou- 
cault concludes, “The coming into being of the notion of ‘author consti- 
tutes the privileged moment of individualization in the history of ideas, 
knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the sciences. ”® And if the texts 
of the culture are without authors, so actions are without underlying 
agents. 


The Deconstruction of Mind and Object 


Language is not an instrument or tool in man’s hands, a submissive means 


of thinking. Language rather thinks man and his “world. 
—J. Hillis Miller, The Critic as Host 


If it is difficult to justify the view that people have individual minds 


that reflect reality, and that their internal reflections are communicated 
~via their words, what are we then to make of a third and related pre- 
_ sumption: that individuals use their words to share their knowledge with _ 
~ others, to represent to others the world as it is? Can words accurately 
capture the world as it is, thus conveying to others what is the case? Does 
the very concept of truth-telling not depend on such a possibility? Yet, 
earlier in this chapter, we encountered suspicion of such a view—if one’s 
choice of language is not determined by the contours of “the world as it 
is,” then language can scarcely “mirror” or “map” what is the case. Recent 


literary theory raises the suspicion to the boiling point, and the results 
now spew from the literary realm across the sciences and humanities. 


‘To appreciate the argument in this case, let us return for a moment to 

© the fate of literature in the modernist period. As you will recall, the major 
“attempt in the arts and sciences was to locate a fundamental essence, 
knowledge of “things in themselves.” Knowledge of these essences was 

to be communicated through language, and thus books on physics should 
inform us of the nature of the physical world, lectures on economics of 
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the economic world, and so on. This same search for essences was also 
taking place in the literary domain. The attemptin this case was to disclose 
the essential character of language—the chief vehicle used by all the 
other disciplines to “reflect,” “record,” or “communicate” the truth. The 
stage was thus set for the modernist quest for essences to cave in upon 
itself. For as literary theory developed along modernist lines, the con- 
clusion was inevitably reached that language, too, was essentially a “thing 
in itself.” That is, language is not “about the world’; it is not a simulacrum Ø 
of reality, a mirror or a map. It operates according to an inner logic of 
its own, according to its own conventions. If this is so, then it is specious 
for all the other disciplines to claim that their languages carry truth. 
Languages principally carry themselves. 
Perhaps the most powerful movement in this case, gaining initial mo- 
mentum in France but rapidly attracting international attention, has been 
É deconstructionism. Although it is impossible to do justice to the full line 
of deconstructionist writings (a task indeed prohibited by the deconstruc- 
tionist writings themselves), the movement has influenced many scholars 
to conclusions of substantial consequence. The critical source has been 
the work of the French theorist Jacques Derrida.*! One of Derrida’s chief poe! 


concerns is with what he terms, the logocentric bias underlying the West- M 
ern intellectual tradition—in our terms, the presumption that words re- Z 
flect the workings of the mind as it converts the surrounding chaos into 
logical order. This traditional view demands reverence for the knower’s 


words, for if such words are based on sound reason and observation, they 


can elucidate the essence of what is the case. It is largely by this rationale 

that students are assigned books and given foe 

for communicating the accumulated knowledge of the culture. Derrida 

opposes the view of words as the individual's reflection of essences. In- 

stead, he proposes, language is a system unto itself. Words derive their 

capacity to create a seeming world of essences from the properties of the 

system. This system of language (or of sense-making) preexists the indi- 

vidual; it is “always already” there, available for social usage. Thus, any- 

thing said about the world or the self should, in principle, be placed in 

quotations. If it is sensible, it has already been said. The most one can _ 52 A 

do is to rearrange the sayables. P deme E> 
Consider, for example, a term such as democracy. We speak about 

democracy as an existing E E Tori ol Goverment to be studied 

by scholars, appreciated by citizens, and maintained by force if necessary. 

Yet the meaning of the term is not derived from observing persons moving 


about in time and space. Rather, to use the term meaningfully 
= —_ | ee 


on a literary distinction between democracy and, for example, contrasting 
democracy 


epends 


terms such as totalitarianism and monarchy. Further, its meaning derives 
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from other terms with which it is said to bear similarity, such as equality 


and freedom. And the meaning of democracy “at the present time” de- 
pends on its contrasts and similarities with other terms in the past. (De- 
mocracy in present-day America must be understood, for example, in 
terms of its contrast with what it meant when literacy tests were required 
for voting.) More succinctly, then, the meaning of a term depends first 
on_a difference, between this term ‘and other terms in the system of 
language. At the same time, understanding a term requires a constant 
process of deferring to other terms within the system—to words such as 
totalitarianism, equality, and freedom. Yet what do these latter terms 
mean? To what essence do they refer? In order to clarify, we again resort 
to language, to a process of difference and deferral. “Equality” is the 
opposite of “inequality”; it is reflected in societies that are “fair” and 
“just.” But what precisely is it to be “fair” or “just” . . . and the game of 


language continues. We never exit the texts of democracy to enconptpa 


“the real thing.” In the ‘end, for Derrida, “There is nothing outside text.’ 
From this standpoint, words lose their ‘capacity to describe things as 
they are, or to capture essences. ssences. For all the enormous scholarship on 
democracy, the constitutions guaranteeing it, and the rousing attempts 
to promote and defend it, there is no it about which such activities swirl. 


Democracy as an in itself lies es empty; its life is confined to a history of 
Nisei. atts hoc eatin oan ARE 


textuality. 

For many scholars this perspective-invites forms of textual debunking, 
or ASRS SR Tere oa dome trates how a broadly accepted thesis 
“about the nature of things” derives its meaning from subtle exercises in 
differing and deferring. In deconstructing a text, major propositions about 
the nature of things are often shown to depend on an implicit acceptance 
of the supplementary meaning that it denies. Thus, for example, decon- 

“structing a thesis on the advantages of det g a thesis on the advantages o emocracy over totalitarianism 
might involve showing how the thesis makes sense only if one accepts 
the hidden assumption that democracy itself is a totalitarian form. The 7 
argument for the superiority of one over the other then lapses into i pses into inco- 
herence. 

For many other scholars, deconstruction theory invites a revival of 
rhetorical study. If texts do not derive their persuasive power from “the 
way things are,” but from textual maneuvers, then attention must be 
directed to the “world as represented.” The rhetorical techniques of rep- 
resentation, of constructing the world, have a critical and often unwitting 
impact on social life. Our understandings become şubject to the maneu-_ 


verings of UI a narrative form, L talk, irony, and the like. Con- 
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teaching of history that we come to understand our heritage, our accom- 


plishments and our failings, and enrich our wisdom for the future. Yet, 
proposes the historian Hayden White, if historians are to f historians are to be intell intelligible 


they must inevitably rely on the existing conventions of writing within 
their culture. These conventions are themselves subject to historical 
growth and decay, and our understandings of the past are thus rooted in 
the literary traditions of the day, particularly our traditions of storytelling, 
or narrative traditions. 

When historians generate a picture of reality, they cannot possibly 
report every document, every movement of the body, every nuance of 
speech, and so on, that they believe to have existed. Rather, they select 
and interpret the evidence in a way that will fit the cultural demands for 
proper narratives. They can write without hesitation of the “rise and fall” 
of a civilization, and they can speak of the emergence of new social orders 
through revolution. Such accounts fit the presently acceptable forms of 
storytelling. On the other hand, our sense of a properly formed narrative 
does not permit a high degree of repetition. A historian could not write 
of a king who “looked skyward on April 14, 1672, again on April 15, again 
on April 16. . . .” Nor do we generally accept stories in which ‘there is 
no direction or point. Historians cannot write t. Historians cannot write of the } past as a succession 
of “one damn thing after anot] another’ r =the birth of a child, ‘the braying of a 
donkey, the rolling tide, the family consuming the evening meal, the 
battle fought. This is not because repetition and pointlessness are not 
true of the world; they are simply inadequate techniques of storytelling. 
In White’s terms, “historical narratives . . . are verbal fictions, the con- # 
tents of which are as much ‘invented’ as ‘found.’ ”® 

(Reader beware, the same may be said of this book, and as well of the 
saying so... ) 

-Yet embedded in the deconstructionist writings is a more subtle and 
far-reaching message concerning the durability of the self. Not only the 
object of a text is erased through such analyses, but the author as well. X 
This is so in two respects. First, the process of deconstruction applies t r) 
all those terms that seem to describe the essence of mind: words such as 
“reason, “emotion, “attitudes,” and “wants.” To what do such terms 
refer? To understand their meaning we must again fall back on a process 
of differing and deferring, forever massaging and manipulating the lan- 
guage, but never locating the “real” thing. Why then do we presume that 
there is a real thing—an essence—to which the language of the individual 
mind is affixed? If there is nothing outside of text, this includes the minds 
of those who speak and write. 

+ In addition, there is a second and more subtle way in which decon- 


~  structionist writings undermine the assumption of an essential self. From 
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’ the traditional standpoint, the individual observes the world and trans- 


forms his or her thoughts into words that express these thoughts to others. 


For the deconstructionist, language is a system unto itself, a cultura orm 
that owes its existence to a collectivity of participants. Its structure pre- 


exists any single individual, and if sense is to be made, the individual 
must essentially participate in the communal conventions. Thus, individ- 
uals are not the intentional agents of their own words, creatively and 
privately converting thoughts to sounds or inscriptions. Rather, they gain 
their status as selves by taking a position within a preexisting form of _ 


language. “I” am I only by virtue of adopting the traditional pronoun in 
73 a culturally shared linguistic system.** A language without the pronouns 
eee en 


> . 


“T and “you” might fail to recognize persons as having individual selves. 
If we could only speak as “we,” there would be no “I” who was acting. 
r, to put it in another way, people do not speak their experience; rather, 
without forms of speaking they could not claim to have an experience. 
It is thus that the current turmoil in the academy prepares for the exit 
K of the self. The rise of many voices creates a context in which claims to 
~ objective truth can no longer be warranted. Further, because claims to 
true and accurate description mystify the interests that they serve, the 
calm voice of objective absuancenigaalll the) amare dangerous. Faith in 
objective knowledge about individual persons—about mind, emotion, 
intention, and the like—is thereby eroded. The image of the autonomous 
agent of knowledge, privately observing and sharing his or her thoughts 
with others, is also placed in jeopardy. Under current critical appraisal, 
the distinction between object and subject, mind and world, deteriorates; 
the assumption that words are external signs of internal meanings turns’ 
pale; the object of the individual's words is deconstructed; and the in- 
dividual slowly disappears into the greater dance of communal life, 
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The Emergence of Postmodern 


Culture 


Bg 


Modernism is dominant but dead. 


—Jiirgen Habermas, Modernism: An Incomplete Project 


\ Ñ That is the relationship between the Greek columns sprouting 
from recent buildings and Monty Python's Flying Circus? What 
does new age music have to do with Milan Kundera’s novels? And why 
does music television flourish at the same time as critical legal studies? 
These entries into cultural life seem disconnected, mere chance occur- 
rences thrust upon us by historical circumstance. Yet in important ways 
they are of the same family. They are all outgrowths of what may be 
viewed as a postmodern consciousness. This consciousness now pervades 
the arts, sciences, leisure activities, news media, entertainment world, 
and political life, and its expansion seems as inevitable as the growing 
efficacy of communications technology. Most important, postmodernism 
undermines the modernist project and simultaneously subverts romantic 
visions of the self. Its implications for conceptions of human character are 
thus substantial, as threatening as they are intoxicating. ——— 

As we saw in the preceding chapter, modernist foundations of objective 
knowledge, so central to the institutions of science and education, are 
rapidly eroding. The increasing awareness of multiplicity in perspective 

—ündermines attempts to justify any transcendent criterion of the correct. ~ 
4 Concepts of truth, honesty, and authenticity now turn strange. Not only 
“do attempts at characterizing the actual person—the workings of the 

mind, his let: agin orcs aaa al bees Panels suspect. 
The very concept of an internal core—an intentional, rational agent=— 


” Concepts of AR, h oues Eg 


4 Auth w UIC) to" teres” e nr. 
5S SS ee Ge Veils. 2s ee E aed py EA 


ae ee eee r | es 
Aad er. nw (oN ze ( ole Sness. 

ẹ also begins to fray. This emergence of postmodern consciousness within 
the academic sphere is only a sign of social change of much greater 
proportion. The fallout from social saturation is everywhere in our culture, 
and the effects on cultural assumptions of : self are broad.’ This chapter 
will explore some of the major reverberations. 


THE LOSS OF THE IDEN TM IABEE 


Ms. Holcomb’s music has roots in a great variety of styles. Many of the 


songs are couched in simple, folklike style. . . . From another end of the 
spectrum there are Gregorian-chant references, .. . And there are 


slightly off-color tr sections, . Gospel music m finds its way 
into the work... but jazz and er elements . . . are given fuller 


Scope. ... —Allan Kozinn, “The New Music Festival 


4/ Central to the modernist view was the assumption of things in t 
selves. That is, the modernist believed that the world was made up of 
various essences or “natural kinds’ —physical atoms, chemical elements, 
psychological states, social institutions. The various fields of endeavor— 
physics, chemistry, psychology, and the like—were each to inform the 
culture about the nature of a particular class of entities. Yet, as one 


becomes inekeasinely are of multiplicity in perspective, things-in-them- 


selves disappear from view. If “what there is” depends on the perspective 
one brings to the situation, if these perspectives are biased by values and 
ideology, constrained by literary conventions, and ambiguously related 
to a world outside themselves, then of what consequence is the assumption 
of a thing-in-itself? Proposals that the world is round, that infants expe- 
rience emotions, or that people are motivated by economic incentives— 
all of which seem to say something about things in the world—appear 
~} on closer inspection to be language conventions favored by certain groups 
~at certain times. Only social constraints make one way of talking seem 
superior to another. (If scientists agreed that the forces behind all material 
events were spiritua, and substituted’ spirit forces for such words as 
gravity and ionization in their account of events, scientific life could go 
on unimpeded, and students could intelligibly learn that “the world is is 
governed by spiritual forces. ”) a aa 
Learning that there is no thing-in-itself to which our accounts of the 
k world must be true can lentto an enormous sense of liberation. So long 
as there is at least Someone or some group to say “ ‘That’s interesting,” “allt 
seems possible,” or “That sounds reasonable,” one is free to construct, 
a render, or depict the world as desired. For many academics, disciplinary — 
LE 
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constraints—the standard ways of “doing” anthropology, economics, psy- 


chology, and the like—lose their foundational justifications. The scholar 
is free to combine and-synthesize in any way that communicates effec- 


tively. The Princeton anthropologist Clifford Geertz has called the newer 


forms of scholarship blurred genres.” 


But can we in the culture as a whole detect the disappearance of things- 
in-themselves? Are cultural life-forms losing their identities, blending Fea 
into ever-shifting and unnameable orms? One needn't look far to see 
positive indications. One of the most vis ible blurrings of traditional bound: —— gs of traditional bound- 
aries has taken place within the visual arts. Just as modernist literary 
theory led to deconstructionism, so modern art prepared the way for the 
postmodern. Many modern artists abandoned traditional pictorial modes 
to locate the “essence” beyond the vision of the eye; others eschewed 
the challenge of depiction altogether. Form and color themselves pos- 
sessed essences to be explored; they should not be used in the service 


of portraying something else. 
Partly because there were no binding agreements regarding what was 
ee) eet Leek ret We 262 eee, 

“essential,” and partly because acclaim was often accorded those whose 


+ 


pursuits of purity were most audacious, the definition of “art” soon began 
to melt. For conceptualists such as William Anastasi, mere layers of plaster 
and paint on an aging wall served as art; Joseph Beuys achieved fame 
through arrangements of metal scraps, used car batteries, and the like; 
other artists experimented with hanging large metal frames before land- 
scapes, and defining as art all that the viewer scanned within the rectangle. 
And, of course, there was Andy Warhol's presentation of Campbell's Soup 
bs Jeans and Brillo boxes—icons of advertising or anti~i as “fine art.” A 
prominent graffito near the Pompidou Center captured the emerging 
conclusion: “Tout est art.” Yet when all is art, the genre is dissipated. 
Equally apparent to the eye is the blurring of traditional boundaries 
by architectural design. In the modernist period the major challenge was 
presented by fundamental forms. The decorative and the unessential were 
to be cut away to yield transcendent forms—the building-in- “itself. Yet 
this “dream of pure form,” as the Museum of Modern Art’s Mark Wigley 
sees it, “has become a kind of nightmare. ° The pure orms have become 


all too formalized and constraining—architecture for architects, deaf to 


the voices of those who must dwell within. Contrast the modernist quest 


for purity with the recent words of the popular Swiss architect Mario 
Botta: “The architect is no more than an interpreter of the time in which 
he or she lives. Architecture is a formal expression of history. It is a 


discipline that turns the ae spirit of the epoch into stor of the epoch into stone. * For Botta, as for 


many other postmodern rn architects, there is no essential or basic form to 
be revealed by one’s designs. The architect is me ina es dia- 
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Although much postmodern architecture now tends toward the programmatic, architects 
such as Albuquerque s Bart Prince find the context an invitation to the imagination. Included™ 


here are shots of both the facade (left) and the interior stairs (right) of the Joe Price house __ 
in Corona del Mar, California. 


logue in the here and now. Since many voices participate, a free play of 
architectural forms results. As the architect Philip Johnson puts it, “plu- 
ralism reigns, perhaps a soil in which poetic, original artists can develop. > 
This emphasis on multiplicity of voice is captured for the postmodern 

f architect by the concepts of double or multiple coding. In double coding, N 
the design attempts at once to speak the language of professional archi- 
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tecture—an aesthetic language evolving over centuries of experience in 


design—and a second language, that of the people.® In effect, the post- 
modern building is designed to speak in multiple vernaculars. A post- 
modern structure may include classical columns and arches, dashes of 
bright color, ornamental ironwork, and friezes designed to speak in the 
common voices of the culture. The postmodern architect and theorist 
Robert Venturi finds Frank Lloyd Wrights modernist motto “Truth 
against the world” and Le Corbusier's search for the “great primary forms” 
arid in their implications. Rather, he says, “I like elements which are , 
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hybrid rather than ‘pure, compromising rather than ‘clean,’ distorted 
rather than ‘straightforward, ambiguous rather than ‘articulated’. . . 
inconsistent and equivocal rather than direct and clear. I am for messy 
vitality over obvious unity. 7” To the dismay of many contemporaries, 
Venturi and his colleagues look at the sprawling chaos of Las Vegas bou- 
levards and proclaim, “Main Street is almost all right. ”® 

# In writing, too, the borders blur.. During the modernist period, one 
could make comfortable distinctions between fiction as opposed to factual 
or scientific writing. In the same way historical novels (mere entertain- _ 
ment) could be contrasted with serious historical reports, and literal or 
scientific writing was considered objective while metaphoric or “pretty” 
language was best reserved for the arts. With the breakdown of things- 
in-themselves, and the sensitivity to multiple realities, such borders begin 
to dissolve. Fiction, for example, begins to look like biography (Banville’s 
Keppler), autobiography (Ondaatje’s Running in the Family), and history 
(Rushdie’s Shame).° Tama Janowitz’s otherwise fanciful A Cannibal in 
Manhattan includes photographs (“real” pictures) of the protagonists at- 
tending a wedding party at Tavern on the Green. Historical writing, along 
with certain work in anthropology, sociology, and psychology, begins to 
resemble fiction. For example, the Princeton historian Natalie Zemon 

Davis teamed with French filmmakers to produce The Return of Martin ~ 

~ Guerre, a story taken from the archives of sixteenth-century France. The _ 
result was an intriguing account of duplicity, replete with dramatic tech- 
nique, and yet heralded by many historians as more fully expressive of 


the period than many scholarly treatises. Where in such an effort can one 


draw the line between artifice and objectivity?’ Instead, a new genre 
E emerges, neither fact nor fiction, but faction." 

To illustrate faction at work, consider the French author Georges Per- 
ecs W: Or the Memory of Childhood.” At first the book seems to be 
autobiographical, with alternate chapters giving apparently straightfor- 
ward reports of Perec’s childhood in Nazi Germany. However, at times 
Perec admits that he isn’t able to discern when he is telling the truth and 
when he is giving the reader imaginative re-creations of what really hap- 
pened. Is the reader to trust, then, that what he is writing is “truly” 
autobiographical? At the same time, these seemingly autobiographical 
accounts are interwoven with what are surely allegorical chapters. These 
alternating chapters tell a story of an island society where sport is king: 
athletic competition is the primary way of life. Winners are given enor- 
mous privileges and losers are mocked, starved, and even killed. As the 
barbarity of this society is revealed, the reader comes to feel that it 
represents emotional life under the Nazi regime, in a way that factual 
reporting cannot. However, if this is its intent (which Perec himself never 
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admits), then the fictional account must be accepted as “truth-telling” 
while the “truthful account’ is buried in the dust of doubt. 

(And what is to be said of this book you are reading now? Is it a factual 
report, a fictional fantasy, scholarship, journalism, prose, poetry, history, 
psychology, sociology, anthropology, ideology . . . or is it all of the above? 
On what grounds can they be separated?) , j i 


& Within modern music we again find the emergence of blurring genres. 


The modernist concern for “ pure music,” music-in-itself, set the stage for 


the postmodern disappearance of email genres. For if music is only bits 

of sound, then traditional genres of music are no more than convention- 

alized arrangements sements of sound. To claim claim ‘that certain music is “sacred,” 
“transcendental,” or “profound” is simply an exercise in rhetoric. In John 

Cage’s words, “The lines between what is music and what is not are drawn 

by each individual, and they change according to the individual." The 

works of Philip Glass and Terry Riley nicely illustrate the eroding de 

tinction between classical (or serious) music and popular fare. Glass’s work 

with Robert Wilson, Einstein on the Beach, defies categorization. Not 

only is the music a polyglot of classical, popular, and modern idioms, but 


the performance also includes infusions from opera, ballet, poetry, the 
mass media, and rock-concert staging effects. Echoing the theme of 
multiple perspectives, composers have developed the concept of musical a 
layering. Most traditional compositions feature a single melodic line or 
hummable melody; musical layering places one idiom upon the other, 
just as several voices might sing together, each a different song. When 
one melody, tempo, or tonal range is superimposed upon the other, the 
resulting listening experience borders, for some, on cacophony. At the 
same time, such blurring is designed to expand the listener's listening 
capacity by maximizing the unexpected, or combining the uncombined. 
At the level of popular music, the Beatles were perhaps the first im- 
portant indicator of modernism’s demise. Rather than embracing a sin- 
gular musical tradition, or a circumscribed range of instruments, the 
Beatles moved at will across the musical spectrum. Interlaced within their 
rock-and-roll standards were doses of Indian sitar music (“Norwegian 
Wood"), the symphonic (“Eleanor Rigby’), the dancehall (When I'm 
64”), Elvis Presley (Oh! Darling’), reggae (“Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da”), folk 
music (“Rocky Raccoon”), children’s songs (“Yellow Submarine”), and 
psychedelia (“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”). This blending and 
blurring continues to pervade the world of pop music. Consider: 


* The increasing tendency of musical groups to “sample” the work of 
other artists—that is, to insert snippets of previously recorded material 
into their own recordings. Thus a single album by the rap group De 
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La Soul samples, among many others, the country singer Johnny Cash, 

a French language lesson, Liberace live in concert, and the 60s soul 
star Otis Redding whistling. l 

* Torch songs for Jesus, a genre in which romantic musical idioms en- 
courage religious devotion. One cannot be certain whether the object 
of such songs is Jesus or a lover. 

* Jazz festivals featuring Latin American salsa, electrified gypsy violins, 

= African drum groups, and Caribbean reggae. 

* New age music, often blending classical, jazz, and romantic idioms with 
Asian, disco, and jungle sounds. In the case of groups like Shadowfax, 
the music is played on a range of electronic instruments that themselves 
are hybrid in form, and their sounds are combined, re-formed, and 
replayed through a synthesizer. 


¢ Even the traditional categories of cuisine are slowly eroding. In the 
place of such well-defined genres as French, Italian, and Chinese cooking, 
one increasingly finds the borders blurred: Ingredients from one genre 
‘are combined with those from disparate traditions in new and often in- 
teresting ways. Chefs no longer so much “master a tradition” as learn to 
have a voice of their own. Phe international columnist Patricia Wells calls 
it “comma cuisine,” pointing to the commas distinguishing the miscel- 
laneous ingredients found on many restaurant menus. For example, Mi- 
chael’s in Santa Monica offers “East Coast sea scallops, Maui onion confit, 
haricots verts, vine-ripened tomato, baby greens with balsamic vinegar, 
and del Gardo extra-virgin olive oil’—a single dish combining flavors 
from four different traditions. 


Increasingly, then, the traditional categories of cultural life become 


blurred, the edges indistinct. No longer can we be sanguine in identifying 


~ what is art, characterizing good architectural design, distinguishing be- 
tween fact and fiction, or recognizing separate musical genres. In this 
-f cultural climate, the concept of the individual person begins to lose its 
integrity. Romanticists and modernists could never agree on whether the 
essential self was spirit or material. But competing voices now propose 
that selves belong to the domains of the aesthetic, rhythmic, robotic, 
symbolic, economic, literary, and more. When the distinction between A 
subject and object ceases to compel, and category boundaries lose their ~ 
edges, we become less and less able to distinguish me and mine from you _ 
and yours. 
We seem to be machinelike, but with a spiritual side; biologically 
Fe but in possession of conscious control; fundamentally mo- 
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¢ tivated toward self-gain, but even more fundamentally motivated by high 

ideals; sheeplike creatures who are slavishly dependent on the mass 

media, but drawn deeply toward goals of uniqueness and independence. 

~) Where are we to draw the lines that define the human self? Portrayals 

of the self multiply, the lines grow increasingly complex, and with this 
_z mounting complexity the boundaries grow fuzzy. 
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THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION. OF REALITY 


y y 
Language allows me to objettify a great varléty of experiences coming my 
way in the course of nje, 

—Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality 


If the traditional categories are collapsing, and genres continuously 
blurring, blending, and re-forming, what are we to make of common 
claims to knowledge? Everyone, from family members to physicians and — ~ 
government leaders, confidently informs us of “what is the case.” When 
the “objects of knowledge” acquire a puttylike character, how are such 
“reports, “factual descriptions,” or “insights” to be regarded? At least 
one major answer drawn from the arguments set out in the previous 
chapter is that such claims are social constructions. That is, words are not_ 
mirrorlike reflections of reality, but expressions of group convention. 
Various social groups possess preferred vocabularies, or ways of putting 
things, and these vocabularies reflect or defend their values, politics, and 
ways of life. For participants in such groups, these forms of talking (or 
writing) take on a local reality. They seem totally convincing. Yet their _ 
very “reality” is their danger, for each renders the believer heroic ang) 
the nonbeliever a fool. This is not to say that modern medicine is no 
better than witchcraft; by contemporary Western conventions it surely 
is. However, the words employed by physicians are not thereby rendered 
truer (in the sense of more accurate depictions) than their exotic coun- 
terparts. To possess an effective procedure, according to certain defini- 
tions, does not render “true” or “objective” the words employed in 
carrying out the procedure. 

This consciousness of construction is hardly limited to the academic 
sphere; it is increasingly pervading society. Daniel Boorstin’s volume 
The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America offered an early con- 


tribution to this consciousness. !® Boorstin laments that our confrontation 
nde ANGE gel E 
with objective reality is gradually being replaced by a pseudo- or staged 


reality. For example, oe events are staged for public consumption; 
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events are created to give the appearance that important things are hap- 
pening; information is “leaked” to the press by political officials for pur- 
poses of strategic advantage. Nothing is actually happening, argues 
Boorstin; all is done for purposes of manipulating images. The importance 
of persons is clouded over_by the race to appear important, to gain 


celebrity status by manipulating information. And those who travel to 
distant lands no longer encounter the real surroundings, but experiences 
specially prepared for the tourist. Susan Sontag’s more recent writings 
on metaphors of illness sound a similar refrain.” As she deftly shows, in 
the last century tuberculosis was romanticized (with the cough and de- 
teriorating body signals of a finer and more deeply tuned sensitivity); in 
the present century cancer and AIDS are construed as harrowing and 
uncontrollable predators, tainting their “victims” in repulsive hues. In 
effect, we live in a metaphoric world of illness and fail to engage the 
illness in itself. 

_In their laments both Boorstin and Sontag speak as modernists peering, 
into the emerging miasma of the postmodern. Our plight, says Boorstin, 
is that “we have used our wealth, our literacy, our technology, and our 
progress, to create the thicket of unreality which stands between us and 
the facts of life.” Similarly, Sontag wishes us to move past the metaphor 
to confront the disease as it is. For the postmodern, however, the very 
“facts of life” themselves are thrown into question; concepts of “unreality” 
and “metaphor-free experience’ are both rendered suspicious. One can- 
not escape perspective. as i | 

In this light, consider the social construction of the news. High stan- 
dards have traditionally been placed on accuracy in reporting. We dis- 
tinguish between objective reporting and “yellow journalism,” between 
unbiased reporting (expected from the New York Times or the London 
Times) and_mere_ propaganda (served up, we believe, by the National 

“ Enquirer). As postmodern consciousness slowly pervades the culture, this 
view of the news begins to erode. Echoing the traditional beliefs in ob- 
jectivity, the president of CBS News, Walter Salant, announced, “Our 
reporters do not cover stories from their point of view. They are presenting 
them from nobody’s point of view. ”!S Increasingly, however, we become 
aware of the social processes that bring about what we had previously 
taken to be accepted fact. This enhanced consciousness is dramatized in 
such films as Network, Broadcast News, All the Presidents Men, and 
Good Morning Vietnam. In each case the audience witnesses the various 
social, ethical, and political pressures that go into fashioning “the factual 
world,” Similarly, in the book Prime Times and Bad Times, Ed Joyce, 
former president of CBS News, explores how the demand for higher 
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ratings and the prima-donna personalities of anchormen shape what the 
Viewer receives as news.'? There are pressures to dramatize the news, to 
make it upbeat and entertaining, for if properly enthralling stories are 


not presented, ratings fall, sponsors are lost, and revenues slump. The 

7 “factual world” is thus replaced by a world constructed for entertainment 
and profit. 

As the political scientist Murray Edelman puts the case, “Those in- 

ave an incentive to 


volved in making, reporting, and editing news... 
shape it so as to attract audiences, and sometimes to encourage particular 
interpretations through its content and form. Interest groups, public of- 
ficials, and editorial staffs share an interest in making news dramatic; 
economic, psychological, and ideological concerns reinforce each other 
in this respect.”?! He goes on to propose that the entire picture of the 
political sphere—“crises” and “resolutions,” “political problems” and 
“policies,” “oppositions” and “coalitions,” “successes” and “failures” —are 
all constructions rather than realities. They form the great “political 
spectacle” within which we live our lives. What we find, then, is that 
the entire sense of what may be termed the national reality is not a C2 
picture of “what is the case,” but a massive linguistic production. There 

-f is no East-West étente, no “election race,” no “war on drugs,” and 
so on; these are only words favored by particular ‘groups for particular 
purposes. To be sure, the words may stand as signs for something. Events 
do occur, after all. But there is no description or label that is uniquely 
pictorial, that mirrors the world as it really is, no perspective-free 
position, no final voice that speaks beyond the interests of some com- 
munity.” 

For the French theorist Jean Baudrillard, this consciousness of con- 
struction finds its most powerful expression in the concept of hyper- 
reality.” To appreciate Baudrillard’s view, recall the treatment of literary 
deconstruction in the previous chapter. Deconstruction theorists propose 
that words gain their meaning through their reference to other words; 
literary works gain their significance by the way they are related to other 


writings. Thus language does not derive its character from reality, but 
from other language. Now consider the media—newspapers, television, 


the movies, radio. For Baudrillard, media portrayals of the world are 
driven not by the way the world “is,” but by the steadily emerging 


histories of portrayal itself. As these histories unfold, each new lamination 
is influenced by the preceding, accounts are layered upon accounts, and 
reality is transformed into a hyperreality. For example, Baudrillard asks, & 
what is the reality of ‘the Holocaust”? One cannot deny that certain 


events took place, but as time goes on these Ta ; become subject to 
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myriad re-presentations. Diaries become subject to redefinition by tele- 
vision and movies; biographies influence the writing of historical novels; 
narrated history is transformed into plays, and each “telling” lays the 
experiential groundwork for subsequent retellings. Realities accumulate, 
accentuate, interpenetrate, and ultimately create the world of hyper- 
reality—itself in continuous evolution into the future. We feel we possess 
an intimate acquaintance of the events in themselves; they are sharply 
etched in our consciousness. For Baudrillard, however, this consciousness 
moves increasingly toward hyperreality.*4 ee 
And thus the culture opens to the possibility of selves as artifacts of 
hyperreality. As political events, health and illness, and world history slip 
from the realm of the concrete into the domain of representation, so a 
commitment to obdurate selves becomes increasingly difficult to main- 
tain. What, after all, is the reality of our motives, intentions, thoughts, 
attitudes, and the like? For example, we readily speak of love, dream of 
it, build lives around what we take love to be. But what is love, after all? r 
We now have centuries of accumulated stories, accounts, illustrations, 
and poems, each feeding off what has preceded, each adding its own 
lamination of understanding. In the present century love provides the 
theme for hundreds of thousands of films, television dramas, and musical 
offerings, each of which adds, modifies, or complicates our understand- 
ings. Love, then, is a constituent of hyperreality, There are no means by 
which we can press past the enormous layers Tk sedimented understand- 


ings to confront the phenomenon face to face, There are no means by 


which “it” can be recognized except through the standards furnished by 

the domain of hyperreality. There are no means by which “it” could be 

characterized or expressed except in the terms offered by the present 

cultural constructs. A friend recently wrote enthusiastically of a party that 

was “like being in the mi the movies.’ At one point in cultural history we asked 

whether movies furnished an adequate likeness of real life. The good 

movies were the more realistic. Now we ask of reality that it accommodate 

itself to film. The good person, like the good party, should be more 

“movieistic.” 

As we find, the current texts of the self are built upon those of preceding 

eras, and they in turn upon more distant forms of discourse. In the end 

@ we have no way of “getting down to the self as it is.” And thus we edge 

toward the more unsettling question: On what grounds can we assume 

that beneath the layers of accumulated understandings there is, in fact, 

AX an obdurate “self” to be located? The object of understanding has been 
absorbed into the world of representations. l 
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AUTHORITY CHALLENGED 


particularly if the position in question is intuitively appealing to the person 


doing the judging. . . . The question of what is more or less sophisticated 
has got to be a mlir- . . about which there can be several points of 
view, perhaps even points of view that differ—in what else?- else?—levels of 


sophistication. —Robert Ryder, “Ryder, The Realistic Therapist 


It is reckless to believe that any given position is “most” sophisticated, 


Reflections of current life: 


* A White House assistant worries that the office of the president no 
-longer carries the power of prestige it once had. 
- Positions of university president become increasingly difficult to fill as 

-the respect for the office diminishes. 

* Jokes poking fun at lawyers become so popular that they are now pub- 

~ Jished in book form. 

* Churches in dozens of European cities raise funds by rentals to or- 

~chestras and theater groups, or are put up for sale. 

- An East German minister laments, “We have no real leaders.” 

- New Jersey school principal Joe Clark is lionized for his tough treatment 
of students, as secondary schools lose their capacity to maintain order 
and drastic measures appear to be required. 

‘ While the lower classes traditionally have aped the fashions of the 
wealthy and powerful, upper-class fashion images now draw frequently 
from the counterculture: the hip, black radicals, rock singers, motor- 
cycle gangs, punkers, and clochards. 


Such commonplace events suggest a generalized diminution in respect 
for traditional authority. To the extent that this is so, », the roots can be 
traced first to the rise of modernism in the present century. In the ro- 
mantic era one could readily believe that certain gifted individuals pos 
sessed “genius,” “profound inspiration,” and “moral insight.” As “reason” 
and “objectivity” came into fashion, however, the denizens of the deep 
interior were increasingly discredited. Genius became the deviant end 
of an intelligence scale; inspiration and moral insight were viewed as mere 
emotional outpouring. Further, anyone claiming knowledge not based on 
the rigorous methods of science—including the clergy, government of- 
ficials, judges—was also found wanting. Even within Te sciences them- 
selves, authority was suspect. All scientists were subject to the critical 
scrutiny of their peers, and scientific authorities were only as good as the 
latest facts. Finally, because modernism emphasized the machine pro- 
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ticist attributes of intrinsic worth or capability. Authorities were not by 
nature wise, insightful, or virtuous, as the romanticists would have it; 
they were simply products of their educational and social backgrounds. 
@ For the modernist an authority is just a nobody turned somebody by 
-virtue of training—but truly, beneath the veneer, a nobody after all. 
Where modernism prepared the way for the suspicion of authority, a 
“legitimation crisis,” in Jürgen Habermas's terms, postmodernism fur- 
nishes the coup de grace. For if the subject of knowledge is deconstructed, 
and tellings cannot in principle be true or false, then all authoritative 
claims (and claims to authority) are placed in doubt. Scientists, elder 
statesmen, Supreme Court justices, ministers, rabbis, business leaders, 
medical doctors, psychiatrists, economists, professors . . . all those tra- 
ditionally granted status as “knowing something” are brought into ques- _ 

tion. What are the grounds for the “tellings ? Are they not dishing out 
preferred perspectives, merely sugarcoated with claims to “truth,” “ex- 
perience,” or “wisdom”? They are victims, like the rest of us, of communal 
tastes, values, and ideologies, all of which color the ways they understand 


the world. The range of voices commenting on the issues of the day should 
expand. 6 

+. A case in point is the recent emergence of what is termed the “critical 
legal studies movement.” A vocal minority within law-school faculties, 
often joined by enthusiastic students, has come tg challenge the very 
concept of justice as represented jin the law and practiced in the courts. 
It is traditionally assumed that there are general legal principles, abstract 
bodies of reason that serve the ends of justice within the society. With 
due procedure, these legal principles will be manifested in judicial opin- 
ions—applied dispassionately, without political bias, and without personal 
prejudice. (The modernist cast of such assumptions is clearly evident.) 
Critical legal theorists, much to the consternation of their colleagues, 
counter that not one of these assumptions can be justified.” Worse, to 


make such assumptions blinds one to the ways in which existing legal 
Gy codes are molded by paitia and personal interests. What pass for “cor- 


rect” legal principles typically serve the class interests of the “haves,” 

and the application of the Taws js shot through with self-serving biases 
that oppress and disfigure significant sectors of the culture. In effect, they 

say, ‘ie justice system serves to protect certain classes and interest groups 

at the expense of others. 


Similar disquiet can be discerned in the field of art history. As an 


increasingly vocal group of historians now claim, the writing of art history 
(and thus the way art is taught to the public and presented in museums) 


masks cultural biases under the guise of truth. Any American visiting art 
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museums in Brussels, Berlin, or Oslo will rapidly discover that the “ge- 
niuses whose art transcends both time and culture” in the home country 


are replaced in foreign lands by a pantheon of local heroes—who, in turn, 


are scarcely noticed in neighboring nations, Further, the critics point out, 
standard art histories are typically blind to important aspects of the art 
they describe. As Henri Zerner at the Fogg Art Museum sees it, “Al- 
though established art history pretends to be objective, it is in fact allied 
to a conservative ideology and very involved with the art market.” This 
sensitivity to the social and political biases entering into the glorification 
(or condemnation) of art has begun to influence museum exhibition pol- 
_icies. Not only are many museums now opening their walls tothe works 
of previously marginalized groups or individuals, but many exhibitions 
‘also include political or ethical commentary. For example, in a recent 
exhibition of the history of the nude in London’s Victoria and Albert 
Museum, works by Botticelli, Ingres, and Degas were accompanied by 
~~ sociopolitical critiques.” “The masters” were taken to task for portraying 
the female as a passive, helpless sex object, and close to nature; by 
contrast, the male nude is more often depicted in serious cultural pursuits 
(solving a problem, vanquishing a foe). 
„The same drama is now sweeping across American campuses. In most 
universities “core” courses aim to teach the masterworks of Western 
writing, works that bear the highest values and most discerning insights 
of the culture, essential landmarks in the civilizing process, works about 
which no educated person should be ignorant. Plato, St. Augustine, 
Dante, Milton, Shakespeare, Rousseau, Emerson, Melville, Eliot... 
the authors’ names are all familiar. Although the existence of such a canon 
(with local variations in taste) has long been taken for granted, and its 
significance seldom doubted, its authority is now under attack by students 
and faculty alike. News headlines such as “The Battle of the Books” and 
“From Western Lit to Westerns as Lit” capture the flavor of the conflict. 
However, we can understand the problem in terms of the multiplication 
in voices. Consider again the specimen names in the above list: They are 
all male, white, and from Western civilization. As increasing numbers of 
females, nonwhites, and non-Western students and faculty gain voice, it 
is only natural for them to ask: “Where are our traditions; did they not 
contribute to the civilizing process?” More critically, the black scholar 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., proposes that “the high canon of Western mas- 
terpieces represents . . . an order in which my people were subjugated, 
the voiceless, the invisible, the unrepresented and the unrepresenta- 
ble.” Traditionalists such as Reagan’s secretary of education, William J. 
Bennett, rise in defense of the canon; “The West . . . has set the moral, 
political, economic, and social standards for the rest of the world.”?! Yet 
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in a world of plural Istic perspectives, by what criterion is such a defense 
to be mounted? Because traditional Western standards are in fact de- 
plorable from certain vantage points its and parochial fro from others, the canon 


continues to crumble, and curricula _continue to add new, previously 


silenced voices. 

Min belive that his movement jn the miersties mean that the 
classics will be abandoned in favor of less challenging fare. Although it is 
true that many curricula now feature works of otherwise dubious nature 
(such as Zane Grey, romance novels, Marvel comics), it is important to 
note that these works, along with the classics, are being subjected to a 
different kind of reading than that which dominated the romanticist and 
modernist eras. In the postmodern context, the attempt is not so much 

& to ascertain the underlying wisdom of the works (as in the romanticist 
case), or to locate their internal coherence (as favored by modernists), 
but to explore the works as expressions plore the works as expressions of ideology, culturally dominant 
values, and popular stereotypes. In this context there is little that renders 
the canon superior to the pop-culture products. Both are carriers of the 
myths and values of an era, and it is to these that the postmodern reader's 
attention is most fully drawn. 

In this context of generalized deterioration of authority, no one is left _ 


to speak convincingly of the self. Even within the professions claiming 


‘specialized knowledge of indivi inds, internecine struggle prevails. 


_ The clergy is distrusted by psychiatrists, and they by social workers and 


family therapists, who themselves are disparaged by clinical psychologists. 

And, of course, all these concur that experimental psychology is largely 
irrelevant to understanding the complexities of the individual. But with 
the advent of postmodern consciousness, the doubts creep more widely 
throughout the culture. Psychiatrists, for example, are criticized by former 
mental patients for their systematic misunderstanding; experimental psy- 
chologists are taken to task by animal-rights advocates; and welfare re: 
cipients speak out against the views of social workers. Even street people 
form advocacy groups and publish newspapers to protest against the lack 


of both professional and public understanding of their lives. As the artic- 
B®. ulation of understanding becomes increasingly democratized, no one re- 
—_ 


mains to claim authority. 
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THE BREAKDOWN OF RATIONAL ORDER 


Rationality is one tradition among many, rather than a standard to which 


traditions must conform. —Paul Feyerabend, Science in a Free Society 
(Bs ed 
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The president of Swarthmore College, David Fraser (left), after handing out degrees to the 


_—_—__ 


senior class. Once ; a solemn ritual, this moment has become an o opportunity for the seniors 


a 


to decorate the president—the preceding year with condoms, and this year “with building 


l supplies. 


Some recently found objects: 


* Small shops selling unrelated items, such as photography books, karate 

outfits, and fans. | 

* Books with randomly distributed quotes or boxed materials—often tan- 
~~ gential to the flow of argument. 

* T-shirts displaying strings of nonsense phrases on front and back. 
“The two- or three- sentence items that now constitute “the news” in 
USA Today and on many radio stations. 

* Performances of the popular comedian Steven Wright, typically com- 
posed of a continuous : stream of unrelated ideas. A sampler: 

“I was arrested today for scalping low numbers at the deli. I sold a 
number three for twenty- -eight | bucks.” 

“I was once walking i in the forest and a tree fell right in front of me 
and I didn't hear it.’ 

“Lused to be a narrator f for bad mimes.’ 
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Yet another victim of postmodern consciousness is the faculty of reason, 
a major player in the modernist vocabulary of the mind. Problems with 
the concept of reason began to appear in the discussion of multiphrenia 

in chapter 3. There we found that if one has multiple goals, and many 
ways to evalute them, the very concept of rational decision making is 
threatened. If everything is reasonable, then nothing is reasonable. In 
Ge chapter 4, important questions were raised concerning the relationship 

A 


expression of an ae rationality was joan wanting, and was replaced 

with a view of language as a possession of interpretive communities. Again, 

the concept of individual 1 rationality is questioned. For if language is not 

9 an expression of reason, why do we believe that reason lies there, just 
T \y below the surface of our actions, directing them in this way and that? 

\ A third assault on rational process results from the arguments in this 


ys chapter. If any act, situation, or object is subject to multiple descriptions 
nb or perspectives, any given perspective can only be validated by reverting 
to still other perspectives. Not only does this undermine a rational foun- 

~ dation for any single position, but it suggests that the term rationality is 

X. a rhetorical device for thevyalorization of one’s favored position. A state- 


ment or a behavior is “rational” if it is is favored by “our kind.” Such terms 
as unreasonable and irrational thus become means of social control and 
_ possible o oppression. As Bruno Latour phrases it, “an irrational belief or 
irrational behavior is always the result of an accusation. Instead of rushing 
to find bizarre « explanations for still more bizarre beliefs, we [should] 
simply ask who are the accusers, what are their proofs, who are their 
canes how is the jury chosen [and] what sort of evidence is legiti- 
mate.” Rationality reduces to suspicious s rhetoric. — 

Tn the academic world, the breakdown of rational standards has led to 
an anything-goes attitude. One of the most vocal advocates of this position, 
the Berkeley philosopher Paul Feyerabend, argues that if the sciences 
relied upon classic standards of rationality to carry out their work, little 
that we call progress would result.™ The traditional demand that scientific 
thinking be “consistent with the SiE of existing knowledge” simply eu- 
logizes the status quo, discouraging innovation. The view that scientific 
theories should be derived from observation also fails, because the way 


we understand our observations already presumes a range of theoretical 


commitments. Thus, to base theories on observation would simply be to 


favor our unspoken prejudices. By contrast, an anything- -goes mentality— 
NO eae E e 


continuously challenging the rationally acceptable—favors flourishing sci- 
ences. For Feyerabend the implications of this view are hardly limited 
to the sciences. Because the dogma of science—favored by modernism— 
has become so powerful in society, all competing \ voices have been muted, 
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eais society to become stagnant and stultifying.** Now, with reason @ 


in decline, an anything-goes pe, reverberates Kai the cul- 


ture. (i$ usec 

Take emerging trends in literature, h t ax Bk realm, the novel has 
traditionally proceeded according to cultural roles of good storytelling— 
stories have recognizable plots, they proceed from a beginning to an end, 


these ea os the novel seems acl i not r N irra- 
tional. Yet it is precisely these features that are vanishing from the con- _. 
temporary novel. 

The demise of rational sense in the novel has important roots in mod- 
ernism. If a literary work is a thing-in-itself, as modernist critics advo- 
cated, then a given work need only be true to itself. Works should be 
evaluated on the basis of their internal logic or rules. James Joyce's Ulysses 
served as perhaps the most dramatic invitation to experiment with tra- 
ditional narrative logic. But Joyce broke the rules to express “a deeper 
meaning "— insights of profound implication. Postmodernism begins when 

“deep meaning” and “the author's intention” recede, and readers are 


invited to engage in the free play of the very forms that once held the 
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sense of the real and the rational in place. The French author Alain Robbe- 
Grillet represents an important transition between the modern and post- 
modern. In his film Last Year at Marienbad, for example, there is virtually 
no plotline: events do not move through time in an orderly sequence. 
Rather, the viewer is presented with images of the preceding year, which 
might have been prior, but might also be visions of time future, or the 
present. One image is tumbled upon the other, and the viewer is lost in 
a vertigo of timelessness. For, as Robbe-Grillet writes, all we have is our 


consciousness of time present. Thus, our sense of past and future must 
— necessarily be constructions of present consciousness. = Both are pro- bot l 


ducible, controllable fictions of the moment—any moment. To believe 4 

that time proceeds in a smooth, linear sequence is to believe in a fictitious E 

form, not in our actual experience. — £i WE oes £ proceed 
Although Robbe- Grillet is not well koon iie literary circles, the TRDE 

Czech author Milan Kundera’s works have brought postmodern element 
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to a broad readership. In The Unbearable Lightness of Being, the or a Pd 
begins as if relating a story of his acquaintances; yet he knows things Z rE 
about the characters (the nuances of their private experiences) that are 


. 36 . 
beyond the access of an outsider.* At times the story seems to be about iper 
Tomas, but at others the central character seems to be his girlfriend, 


(tt 
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Tereza; their stories are occasionally replaced by accounts of Franz, and Z 
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then of his mistress Sabina. Few of these accounts proceed in linear time; 
rather, the clock is abandoned as childhood events are interspersed with 
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adult actions and lives are lived after the reader learns of their termination. 
And from time to time, the writer inserts a bit of his own life and phi- 
losophy into the text. One moves through the novel as in a dream. The 
___ postmodern novel is “the art of shifting perspectives.” 
A similar shift to incoherence can be located in the visual arts. Again, 
modernism prepared the way. As artists began to explore or proclaim a 
multitude of essences, standards of rational procedure began to evaporate. 
In the artist Suzi Gablik’ s words, “So many metamorphoses and revolu- 


. . = 
tions of every kind, so many - differing values presented simultaneously, 


that there are any limits to art at all. Having thus removed any standards 
against which we might any more measure ourselves, we no longer know 
what rules we might follow, much less why we might follow them.” 


This modernist breakdown in rational coherence has opened the way 


to distinctly postmodern. art. Two movements are particularly noteworthy. 
First is the advent of pastiche. A Ithough the the modernist quest for essence 
“meant breaking the traditional rules about what constitutes a proper piece 
of art, most modernist works were coherent or singularly focused within 
themselves. In contrast, with postmodern pluralism, the emphasis shifts 
toward pastichelike multiplicity within a work. Rather than painting in 
an abstract, hard-edge, or expressionist mode, for example, postmodern- 
ism invites a stylistic free-for-all. The painter may include any or all 
modes. Robert Rauschenberg m might include in a single work not only 
images from the old-master painters Velázquez and Rubens, but also a 


truck, a helicopter, a Coca-Cola bottle, or an eyeball. And many of these 


images are photographic reproductions: The Velazquez image is in fact 
Velazquez, photographed and partially reproduced as an original Rau- 
schenberg. Here Rauschenberg, similar to literary theorists writing on 
“authorless texts” (chapter 4), poses a significant challenge to the tradi- 
tional conception of authorship. Was Velazquez ’s work itself truly original? 
Yes, his hands held the brush, but the work is a product of a tradition 
with many participants. They, too, joined in the making of his work— 
l just as Velázquez participates now in Rauschenberg’s. Rauschenberg thus 
AK recedes from view as the individual “creator” of his work.” 
The second shift toward incoherence can be viewed not in single works 
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N but in the field as a whole. When modernism invited a broad “madness 
in the constitution of the art object, it was generally a chaos in search of 


the coherent. Each artist sought purity—either in representation or 
expression. In abandoning the modernist search for essences, postmodern. 
artists are freed in a different way. Like postmodern architects, they are 
“invited to draw from all traditions, to speak in any voice that appeals. As 
Charles Jencks sees it, this has apes ieri to return, for example, to 


g CA T D+ Past Zeke ei paan aa’ ste SK 
1 t4 a Loti o os- THE ja SELE AN O L e` 
U7 Or (c , oe ET O Terea 


~ 


In Robert Rauschenberg’s etching The Razorback Bunch, the Mona Lisa takes its place 
among the ordinary images of daily life, its reputed originality subverted by the process of 
infinite duplication and revision. 
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national or regional styles of painting, to recapitulate the mock-heroic 
style of the eighteenth-century allegory painting, and to experiment with 
photorealism.* Still others can more freely use the medium as an ex- 
pressive device, giving voice, for example, to women’s experience (as in 
Judy Chicago's The Dinner Party, a tribute to the great women of the 
world), ecological concerns (as in Jenny Holzer’s neon advisories or Hun- 
dertwasser’s designs for grass- -roofed houses), or agonies over human bru- 

tality (as in Kiefer’s visual critiques of German imperialism). 

Finally, we must consider the infusion of the inchoate, into popular 
culture. In particular, reconsider the logical story or narrative in the 
context of television. Early indications of the breakdown of linear plot 
were contained in the offbeat ‘60s drama The Prisoner, which for an avid 
cult audience engendered the same dreamlike state of compelling inco- 
herence achieved by Kundera’s novels. More significant because of their 
enormous appeal, however, are today’s multidramas. Traditional televi- 
sion fare features a single storyline, often centering on a single hero or 
heroine and moving ineluctably toward a single, commodious ending. In 

& contrast, the newly emerging multidrama launches an array of stories, 
partial stenlis] and geotenn., necp Stance even 
simultaneously wend their way toward occasional conclusions, Perhaps 
the most tightly knit of the multidramas is Hill Street Blues. Within less 
than an hour, the viewer may may be ch challenged with scenes with scenes from a half- 


dozen stories of crime, friendship, love, competition, and race relations. 
Although typically related by virtue of common protagonists, the scenes 
are heaped one upon another, and many ofthe stories are left uncompleted 
by traditional standards. *! 
_ The deterioration of the traditional narrative is carried a step further 
F by the soap opera. In shows such as Days of Our Lives, General Hospital, 
and Dallas (a prime-time soap), stories of love, infidelity, murder, avarice, 
_drug addiction, and the like are all interwoven, with characters often 
playing different parts (such as hero and villain) in different stories, The 
drama existing in any given scene often depends on the viewer's awareness 
of simultaneous stories in which the protagonists are enmeshed.* Al- 
though there is a sensed ending of what might be called “chapters,” there 
A is no grand narrative to be completed, Life simply goes on, with minor 
dramas sometimes postponed, sometimes abandoned, and new possibil- 
ities for “storiedness” emerging with each new scene. 
While lacking the dramatic intensity of this compounding of plots, music 
television—MTV—has carried the postmodern breakdown of narrative 
/ æ) rationality to its furthest extreme. MTV in the United States is a twenty- 


four-hour, nonstop cable-television channel that (aside from commercials) 


primarily features rock music videos. The channel was launched in 1981, _ 
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Hape f three years it had acqtired an audience of over 22 million 
___ viewers, largely between the ages of twelve and thirty-four. As E. Ann 


thos proposes in her Rocking Around the Clock, music television is a 


g quintessentially postmodern medium. * It relies heavily on the breakdown 
_of objective reality: The shape or identity of an object or person may 
"cebu several times within a given video clip, and what appears to be 
the reality of a photographed world may be revealed to be a drawing (an 
artistic reality), which then proves to be an artifact of a machine operation 
(computer graphics). Rock videos also revel in their challenge to auf 

_thority—often celebrating life within youth culture or various minority 
or oppressed groups, attacking the economic class system, or revealing 
the foibles of parents and policymakers.** But most pertinently, rock 
videos represent a full breakdown in the sense of a rationally coherent 
world. Few of the videos offer a linear narrative; most will jolt the viewer 
with a rapid succession of images—often less than two seconds long— 
that have little obvious relation to each other. As Kaplan puts it, “MTV 
refuses any clear recognition of previously sacred aesthetic boundaries; 
images from German Expressionism, French “Surrealism, and Dada- 
ism . . . are mixed together with those pillaged from the noir, gangster, 
and horror films in such a way as to obliterate differences.” To enter 


With the demise of rational coherence 
self-identity also recedes from view. For it is the sense of continuity— . 
that I know I am I by virtue of my sense of continuous sameness—that 
for centuries has served as the chief criterion by which a self is to be Gl 
identified. As David Hume, even in his skepticism, wrote, “Our notions 
of personal identity proceed entirely from the smooth and uninterrupted 
progress of the thought along a train of connected ideas.” Thomas Reid 
saw the matter as virtually beyond the scope of philosophical analysis: 
“The conviction which every man has of his Identity, as far back as his 
memory reaches, needs no aid of philosophy to strengthen it; and no 
philosophy can weaken it, without first producing some degree of in- 
sanity.” And so it is, even into the recent writings of Erik Erikson, for 
whom ego identity “connotes both a persistent sameness within oneself ad 
(selfsameness) and a persistent sharing of some kind of essential character W 
with others.” Yet, if coherence is simply “one kind of rationality” among Í 
many, and possibly oppressive in its social consequences, then from 
whence derives its honor? If linear sequence is the hobgoblin of the 
modernist mind, “why should selfsameness be desired? For increas- 
ing “numbers the attitude of anything-goes applies to the construction 
of selves. For the postmodern, life is rendered more fully expressive 
and enriched by suspending th the demands for personal coherence, self- 
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world of MTV is to abandon | the concept of a coherent world. „g 
a longstanding demarcation of se ps 
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recognition, dr detexfamant placement, and simply being within the on- 


going process of relating. We will return to these themes in later chapters. 
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SELF-REFLECTION AND THE INTRUSION 
ERO. o sar 


We must live an uneasy cerebral relation to the bric-a-brac of life—the 


mundane forms and rituals whose function it is to make us feel at home, 
to reassure us, to fill up the gap between desire and fulfillment. 
—Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style 


One final dimension of the cultural drift toward postmodernism de- 
e mands attention, one that is critical to the waning of the self. As Hilary 


Lawson puts it, “The postmodern predicament is indeed one of crisis, a 
crisis of our truths, our values, our most cherished beliefs. A crisis that 
owes to reflexivity its origin, its necessity, and its force.”*® By reflexivity 
Lawson implies a sense of self-reflection or self-awareness. Why should 
self-reflection be thrust into such a central role in the postmodern era? 
At least one important answer follows directly from earlier proceedings. 
First ‘we found the concept of objective truth to be wanting. How could 
one hold to a belief in a single, objective account, it was asked, in the 
face of a multiplicity of viewpoints? Claims to truth and right, it was later 
found, are more reasonably viewed as the constructions of communities 


with particular interests, values, and ways of life. Asa result, the crucial 
questions shift from the world as it is to the world as represented. How 
do words and images gain their power to convince? Why are some ways 
of putting a case so much more compelling than others? 

Indeed, with this shift from objects to objectifications, from reality to 
constructions of reality, we cross the threshold into a virtual vertigo of 
self-reflexive doubt. For the focus on how things get constructed is, after 
all, born of doubt—doubt of all authority and all claims to truth. Yet,_ 

_once this doubt is unleashed, one confronts the awful irony that all one’s 
doubts are also subject to doubt. After all, these doubts are themselves 
constructions of the world from a certain vantage point. All the attacks 
on modernist foundations, cunning and bold, sophisticated and searing, 
are constructed from language. Are not these offerings themselves born 
of particular interests and constrained by conventions of rhetoric? What 


a a 


can scarcely be true or accurate. Further, what of the doubt now voiced 
in these very self-reflexive criticisms—is this too not born of perspective, 
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momentarily privileged, and subject in turn to deconstruction? Each new 
growth in doubt turns to bite its own tail.” ay 
Postmodern reflexivity } has been amply articulated within the intellec- 
tual world. Consider Roland Barthes’s agony over his feelings of jealousy: 
“When jealous, I suffer four times over: because I'm jealous, because I 
~ reproach myself for being jealous, because I’m afraid my jealousy doesn’t 
affect tlie person I’m jealous of, and because I'm being carried away by 
cliché. Images of reflexivity echo across the cultural scape. Consider 
recent instances in theater. In the traditional play, the audience is invited 
into a single reality, and the success of the experience largely depends 
on the temporary suspension of disbelief. However, postmodern con- 
sciousness begins when the borders between the “dramatic” and “real” 
world grow thin, and the constructed character of both are revealed. 
Thus, for example, Alan Ayckborn’s The Norman Conquests repeats the 
same time segment in three separate acts—with each act revealing events 
taking place offstage in the preceding acts. Each act thus demonstrates 
the limits of * ‘suspended belief” in the reality of the preceding, and at 
the same time calls attention to the position of the writer in creating the 
realities. In Tom Stoppard’s s The Real s The Real Thing, the audience is drawn into 


the initial scene, where a re a wife’s infidelity is s s infidelity is Raya and painfully revealed, 
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while, of course, itself a scene from a play. Later in the play the actors 
of the first scene confront “real” infidelity in their lives, the contours of 
which make their way into yet another “staged” scene. At this point, 
however, the audience can scarcely be certain, where the dividing line 
between stage and life is to be located, „while simultaneously sensing 
Stoppard’s hand in the laminating of realities. 

Television has also become increasingly self-reflective over the decades. 
Consider an early Monty Python classic in which John Cleese and his 
companions find themselves lost in a jungle, without food and threatened 
by dangerous savages. At the height of desperation Cleese turns full face 
to the camera and announces to the viewers that this is, after all, a film 


story, And if it is, there must be _a camera crew present tahat can show 
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and id the camera crew appears on screen. Alas, the ensuing E 
reveals that they, too, are lost. And then, in a move of ultimate irony— 
crystallizing our utter incarceration in constructed worlds—the Python 
film crew concludes that they, too, are subjects in a film. There must be, 
then, a second film crew who is depicting their discussion. The second- 
order crew is then revealed, with the audience now standing at the edge 
of an infinite egress. 

Self- reflection. 1 has since become commonplace. For example, in some 
interview shows (such as David Letterman) the cameras, crew, sets, and 


so on—all the devices used to to create the reality of the event—are exposed 


to the audience. Qne sees both a “reality” and the devices of its creation. 


Single characters are also used to accomplish these ends. In the celebrated 
television series Moonlighting, which received sixteen Emmy nomina- 
tions in one year, the male protagonist, played by Bruce Willis, period- 
ically turns to the viewing audience and punctuates the unfolding story 
with winks or comments. The reality in which the audience has been 
immersed is thus deflated, while they are simultaneously invited into yet 
-another—that of a private relationship with Bruce. 
Perhaps the master of media self-reflexivity is Woody Allen. Such films 
~as Take the Money and Run, Manhattan, and Hannah and Her Sisters 


are suffused by his often ironic and self-deflating reflections on himself. 
However, the art of reflexivity is extended to its extreme in The Purple 


Rose of Cairo. The film depicts a lonely female cinema viewer, played 
by Mia Farrow, who is shocked to find that her celluloid hero can actually 
step from the screen into the audience. Film reality and actuality blend. 
Her amorous relationship, filled with adventure, longing, and ultimate 
pathos, absorbs the audience for the remainder of the film. Yet the sen- 
sitive audience member is thereby thrust into the endless labyrinth of 
self-reflection. For, after all, isn’t the viewer now in the same position as 
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Mia Farrow—living in one reality but deeply absorbed by “someone” 
from another reality? After the film, one almost expects to look back and 
find Mia Farrow among the viewers. And if so, would it truly be her? 
(And what would “truly” mean in this case?) 

The reverberations hardly end here. A recent art exhibition in Berlin 
was devoted to the subject of making art exhibitions—a topic seeking its 
own origins, which then becomes a topic whose origins stand to be re- 
vealed. Escher graphics have returned to popularity, with their stairways 
into the bey beyond, violating t the s senses by returning to their origins. Even 
advertising has “gone reflexive.’ For example, a film advertisement shown 
before the main feature in an Australian movie house boasts the merits 
of a ski resort. Happy skiers, lessons, exciting runs, dining, and dancing 
are all featured. The final scene shows a group of chic young men and 
women gathered around an open fire, drinking, laughing, and smoking. 
The enthusiastic narrator presses on: “And what kind of cigarettes do they 
smoke?” His response suddenly thrusts the audience into self-conscious- 
ness of the “cardboard reality” of advertising, only to be beckoned on in 
spite of it: “I don't care what kind of cigarettes the wankers [often trans- 
lated as ‘masturbators’] smoke; just come and ski at the. . .? 

+ Once we are aware of the ironies of self-reflection, how are we to regard 


them? What response can we make? Those working within the postmod- 
ern idiom have a common rejoinder7—essentially an invitation to play. 
a e ficial ana pts to “tell the truth,” to be wise, 
insightful, intelligent, or profound, are constructions s of f language—bor- 
rowed, ambiguous, and beaten about by ‘ideological factions—then it 


becomes very difficult to make a deeply serious investment in such tell- 
ings. And when the critical analysis of such problems proves subject to 


the same shortcomings, even the colors of serious criticism grow pale. 
This is not to say that we can step outside language; to do so would 


be to step outside culture and thus ourselves. Instead, the favored 
option for many is to indulge in the communal constructions, but with 
humor, irony, and humility. We shall return to this option at shall return to this option at the close of 
chapter 7. , 

Most important here, however, is the effect of reflexivity on the tra- 
ditional commitment to individual selves selves. If one lives within the confines 
of a single reality—coherent through time and space—the objectivity of 
self seems unassailable, Yet when lived reality i is continuously punctuated 


by consciousness of its limitations and artifice, commitment _becomes 
PF ardiai. When one’s being as a professional, a spouse, or an American, 


for example, is constantly being doubted—its constructed and contingent_____— 


i st ee aes 
character made evident through other standpoints—then daily existence 
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m an objectively given self is threatened. It is ig for most people 
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to maintain a sense of TRS. when made ane of others’ doubts 
the self-consciousness engendered by such doubts continuously intrudes 


and disrupts the sense of spontaneous or sincere being. With the prolif- 


-eration of postmodern reflexivity, this undermining of being becomes a 
self-sustaining way of life. For the acutely sensitive, it is only a small 
jump to an awareness of the constructed contingency « of the doubt, as it 


too is placed into yet another perspective. As one moves from o one per- 

spective to another, the objectivity of self recedes from view. And in the 

end one is left with perspectivity—itself : a product not of the individual 
but of the surrounding communities in which one is embedded. 

Thus we find that the postmodern turn within the academic sphere 
resonates throughout the culture. Belief in clear and separable things- 
in-themselves deteriorates across a broad spectrum. As the distinction 
between fact and fiction, culture and kitsch, a_genre and its opposites 
disappears from art, architecture, and music, so do the boundaries of the 
self become blurred. If “what there is” depends on how it is concep- 
tualized, then consciousness ss of construction is also sharpened. And as 
political events, news-reporting, and other realities are found increasingly 
to reflect the passions and prejudices of their makers, the replacement 
of real by constructed selves becomes increasingly plausible. If words 
__ cease to carry truth, then authorities also lose their command. All attempts 
to declare the nature of selves—their intentions, aspirations, and capa- 
bilities—become suspect. No transcendent voice remains to fix the reality 
of selves. As rational coherence is increasingly questioned, so does the 
traditional view of identity as fixed by cross-time continuity lose its appeal. 
When anything goes, so does personality as a discriminant category. In 
the end consciousness of construction turns reflexive. The very conscious- 
ness of self-construction must inevitably be viewed as a construction, and 


this sense as well . . . with no ultimate grounding in the one indivisible 


self. 
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Who knows even if this “category” [of self], which all of us believe to be 
well founded, will a be recognized as such? It is formulated only 


for us, among us... . . We have a great possession to defend. With us the 


idea could disappear. 


—Marcel Mauss, Une Categorie de L'Esprit Humain 


Aw" from a friend: 


On Saturday I went shopping with my teenage daughter. I needed a dress 
for a party the next week. I saw a very attractive dress, black, a daring cut, 
and with silver sequins. I was very excited until I tried it on. Dejectedly I 
had to tell my daughter that I just couldn't take it. It just wasn’t me. My 
daughter responded with gentle mockery, “But Mom, that isn't the point. 
With that dress you would really be somebody.” 


A slight difference in opinion, yes, but a reflection of profoundly different 
æ worlds. The mother is a modernist; the daughter is entering the world 
of postmodernism. In the Gobiinodens world,there is no individual essenc 7 
to which one remains true or committed. One’s identity is continuously 
emergent, re-formed, and redirected as one moves through the sea of 
ever-changing relationships. In the case of “Who am I?” it is a teeming 
world of provisional possibilities. 
In earlier chapters we explored the process of social saturation and the 
emergence of postmodern consciousness in both intellectual life and the 
cultural life more generally. Increasingly the individual has been deprived 
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oe and sustained coherence, Further, authority has increasingly me 
Pa | stripped from the voices traditionally informing the culture on matters of 
individual personality. Objectivity about such matters was replaced by a 
perspectivism; the concept of “individual persons’ could not be a simple 
reflection of what there is, but a communal creation—derived from dis- 
course, objectified within relationships, and serving to rationalize certain 
institutions while prohibiting others. Within this simmering stew, one 
begins to savor_a newly emerging taste. As the ingredients coalesce, and 
the self vanishes with the rising vapors, one now detects a new reality— 


aE a reality of relationship. To appreciate the possibility, two preliminary 
are useful: first to bid final adieu to the concrete entity of self, and 
(Xt = to trace the reconstruction of self as relationship. 
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ITHE HUMAN BEING IN QUESTION 


The indeterminateness of the individual self has been expanded to a world- 
wide condition. — Kurt W. Back, Thriller: The Self in Modern Society 


yuder 2 Wad emi g M -an 
nder modernism, the individual a an = n machinelike en- 
tity—reliable, predictable, and authentic, propelled by a core mechanism 


embedded ı not too deeply within the interior. But today’s increasing ca- 
cophony ol of geompeting voices creates a pervasive challenge to the as- 
sumption of “things (including people) in themselves.” If each voice 
portrays the individual a little differently, then the very idea of an “isolated 
self,” independent of the voices themselves, begins to teeter. Is the person 
“merely ¢ a biological creature,” “a bundle of atoms,” “an array of learned 
habits,” “a computational automaton,” “a pattern of personality traits,” 
“a rational agent’? As the chorus of competitive voices builds, “the per- 

son” as a reality beyond voice is lost. There is no voice now trusted to __ 
rescue the “real person” from the sea of PoE 

€ Inthe preceding chapter we found that the multiplication of perspec- 

___ tives led to a blurring of boundaries. If categories cease to be_sacred, all 
that once seemed securely identifiable begins spilling ac across the borders, 
merging, melding, and mixing. The same may be said of our emerging 


conception of individual selves. Consider only a few threats to the integrity 


of persons from recent pages of cultural history: 


— 


* Widely popular among young television viewers, Max Headroom ap- 
pears to be an electronically devised automaton. But his ieina 
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movements and glitch-filled voice are combined with an altogether, 
human intelligence and personality. 


* The box office hit Who Framed Roger Rabbit? found audiences readily 
accepting relationships of love and death between human beings and. 
cartoon figures. A major challenge to the definition of “human being” 
was posed by the figure of Jessica Rabbit, a “toon” whose shapely figure 
and seductive manner generated far more sexual energy than did any 
of the “human” characters. The possibility that cartoon figures could 

replace the human as targets of desire hardly esgaped the edito: the editors of 


Playboy magazine, who promptly featured Jessica as a cover 1 as a cover girl— 
oe replacing her face with a human photograph. 


The replacement of human lovers with sexual facsimiles is now a major 
industry across Western culture. Men may acquire inflatable women 
ola IMA OUE I 


dolls, plastic female faces with open lips, and Styrofoam vaginas com- 
_ plete with pubic hair. a M m 

- In the hands of the celebrated British artist Francis Bacon, figures 
appearing distinctly human are distorted or absorbed into the back- 
ground. The human and the inhuman become one. 

* Major cult figures among the youth include Tim Curry, star of The 
Rocky Horror Picture Show; Divine, a major protagonist of Pink Fla- 
mingos and Hairspray; and (for the v and (for the very young) Michael Jackson. ` Hand- 
some Curry wins major acclaim for his bisexual antics in drag, Film 
audiences are delighted to know that raucous and rotund Divine is— 
at least by conventional standards—a man. Through surgery, talet, - 


ku and other forms of artifice, Michael 1 Jackson’ s appearance has increas-¢ 


ingly approximated that of his sister. 

Female bodybuilders increasingly develop muscles that render them 
virtually indistinguishable from the traditional Charles Atlas model. At 
the same time, steroid use among male athletes now generates what 
amount to “superhuman” body forms. 
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-+ These various occurrences all suggest a new ae auk toward ç E 


the concept of the individual self. In each case the definitional boundaries 
are challenged—with curiosity, delight, and even zeal. Such cases are all all 
drawn from the world of leisure. In other domains, however, the questions 
become more serious. Thousands of persons opt each year for artificial 
and biological substitutions of self, Replacements for limbs, noses, breasts, 
hair, teeth, and genitals may all be furnished to those with the need _or 
desire. Chemical compounds may be substituted for hormones, and the 
heart may be sustained by machine. That which cannot be substituted 
by artifice can often be donated directly. Kidney and cornea transplants 
are common; heart transplants ¢ continue to improve, and the possibilities 
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__ What is it to be a human being? When one’s erotic interests are aroused by the body of 
~ Toontown’s Jessica a Rabbit attached to the head of a Playboy model, are these interests still 


human? 
a, 


seem unlimited. But as we witness the incremental potential for self- 

l substitution, profound conceptual questions become salient. For example, 
does the permanently comatose patient whose life is maintained solely 
by machine retain his or her rights as a full person? What parts or how 
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much of an individual's date can be replaced or remodeled before he or_ 
# she ceases to be the same person? 

The current debate over abortion may be viewed as an extension of 
the same issues of self-definition. Legally a fetus was not considered a 
viable “human being” until three months after conception. Technological 
developments make it possible to challenge this definition. Using in utero 
photography, ultrasound techniques, and electrical stimulation, pro-life 
groups attempt to demonstrate that the fetus both looks human and ex- 
__periences pain far earlier, The individual is there after all, they reason, — 
and abortion before the three-month period is thus tantamount to murder. 
But of course, whether the fetus “looks” and “feels”, in the same way a 
real person does is not a matter of evidence but of definition.! The data 
in this case are merely rhetorical devices, and whether they are effective 
or not depends on the strength of the conventional definitions. With 
further bending, one may argue that indeed one becomes a person at the 
moment of conception. Or, because animals have “feelings,” they too 
partake in humanness and thus deserve rights accordingly. These latter 

sentiments are hardly unfamiliar to the antivivisectionists and vegetarians 

of the culture.” is l 
The erosion of self-definition is particularly vivid in the case of gender. 
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Gender Gerrymandering 


One can never unveil the essence of masculinity or femininity. Instead, 
all one exposes are . . . representations. GE = 

— Linda Kauffman, Discourses of Desire: Gender, Genre, 

and Epistolary Fictions 


æ A once obdurate and unquestionable fact of biological life—that there 
are two sexes, male and female—now moves slowly toward mythology. 
Thirty years ago the term “real man” was seldom he; 
virtually unquestioned, and therefore undiscussed. For many, John 
Wayne, Gary Cooper, and Humphrey Bogart served as cultural exem- 
plars. If modernism had masculine heroes of any kind, their portrayals 
were close to the mark: realistic, “incorruptible, taciturn, yet capable of 
sentiment when the business at hand had been oesi completed. 

_ Such figures only infrequently roam the world of today’s fantasy. Even 


“John Wayne's ; performances took on the character of parody ‘in his later 
years. The figure of Rock Hudson represented an early turning point. 
“Rock”—the name teemed with grit and power; and yet both personally 
and in performance one confronted a soft and gentle amiability. The male 
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stars of the ‘60s, ’70s, and ‘80s— Marlon Brando, Paul Newman, Robert 
Redford, Dustin Hoffman—could surely play the parts of “real men.”, 
However, because they ‘played so many other parts—at times indeed 
effeminate—the audience was always aware of the unreality of the “real.” 
With the appearance of such books as Real Men Don’t Eat Quiche, one 
becomes cognizant of a passing image. Such sly warnings are only inter- 
e esting when the species is endangered—when those who know they _ — ~ 
should be real men are in fact wearing aprons, sipping Perrier, and avoid- 
ing high-cholesterol foods.* 
Early intimations of gender breakdown occurred when the Johns Hop- 
# /kins psychobiologist John Money began publishing his work on transsex- 
ualism.* His studies, describing men who felt their bodies were not truly 
their own, that they had unfairly been given the wrong genital formations, 


A cede ts SE 
informed the culture that biological features are questionable criteria for N 
_ judging gender, As this 1 minority voice reverberated through the mass 


media, one learned that a woman can be locked inside a man’s body (or 
vice versa). The book should not be judged by the cover. Coupled with 
the growing consciousness of transsexualism has been an even more pro- 
found opening of the homosexual closet. Although the reasons are unclear, 
the increase in publicly d declared homosexuality over the past twenty years 
has been a remarkable p phenomenon. (How many residents of major cities 
do not suspect that, indeed, their city is “the > gay capital?) The homo- 
sexual challenges a second critical criterion for determining gender: sexual 
preference. Precisely who one is, the culture is informed, cannot be 
determined by the object of one’s attraction. 

But if biological differences and sexual preferences do not signify gen- 
_ der, how are we to distinguish? How can objective judgments be made 
in this matter? It was just such questions that inspired Suzanne Kessler 
and Wendy McKenna’s volume Gendey.° These investigators surveyed 
the criteria used in various cultural enclaves for making gender distinc- 
tions. They found that children do not use the same criteria as adults, 


transsexuals do not agree with heterosexuals, some cultures recognize 
more than two genders, and the Western medical profession uses criteria 
shared by virtually no one else—namely chromosomes. In the latter case, 
eculiar dislocations of conventional reality occur. For example, a Russian 
ear athlete, actively heterosexual, is shocked to learn from medical 
officials at the Olympic trials that she cannot compete as a female. Med- 

ically, she is male. 
__At this point the postmodern plight begins in earnest, If there are 


multiple voices, each proclaiming a different realit : whose reality is to 


be privileged? On what grounds? And as one approaches the state of 


y indeterminacy brought about by these plural realities, one confronts the 
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possibility that the distinction is not essential at all. If the words mas- 
~culinify and femininity do not mirror an “independent and palpable real- 
ity,” the distinction is unnecessary. For many feminist thinkers such a 
conclusion is inviting. As they see it, _ gender differences are not t inherent 
in nature. Gender is a category born of culture, and used for a vde 
variety of questionable purposes. In particular, there are political and 
ideological biases inherent in the current practices of gender assignment. 
__ Simple biological differences have come to signify a natural basis for an 
enormous range of behavioral and societal practices. Because persons with 
certain physical characteristics happen to occupy most positions of power 
in society, it is presumed that these traits and these positions should be 
related. Because those who bear children normally happen to raise them, 
it is presumed that child rearing is natural or instinctive for those who - 
give birth. Such suppositions are analogous to proposing that persons with 
dark skins are biologically disposed to slum dwelling, or those with slanted 
eyes to running Chinese laundries. Many argue that, because the pre- 
sumption of biologically based gender differences reinforces the existing 
structure of power, it is inimical to the interests of women and should be 
abandoned or reconstructed. 
Gender is but one of the traditional categories of self-identification that 


now deteriorates. Categories of race, age, religion, and nationality are 


similarly suspect. As the boundaries a ies of definition give way, so “so does the 
assumption of self-identity. r c 


CONSTRUCTED SELVES 


Anger is generated and reduced by how we interpret the world and the 
events that happen to us. > l 7 
—Carol Tavris, Anger: The Misunderstood Emotion 


a Although it grows increasingly difficult to be certain of who or what 


one is, social life proceeds, And in one’s interactions one continues to 

ø identify oneself as this or that sort of person. One may identify oneself 

as American in one situation, Irish in another, and a mixture of nation- 

alities in still others. One may be feminine for certain friends, masculine 

for others, and androgynous for still others. As these public characteri- 

———zations of self are found effective in meeting the challenges of a complex 
social world, a new consciousness begins to develop. This is the con-_( a 

sciousness of construction, which was so central to the discussion of the 


nn ae ee 
preceding chapters. For what is true of a culture’s history (chapter 4) and 
of the national reality (chapter 5) is no less true of persons. That is, 
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attempts to define or describe oneself inevitably proceed from a per- 
spective, and different perspectives have different implications for how 
a person is treated. One may indeed feel that it is legitimate, froma 
certain perspective, to define oneself as American, Irish, or mixed in 
nationality—that from a certain vantage point one is masculine, feminine, 
or androgynous. Thus, interest in “true identities” and “actual charac- 
teristics” of persons can be replaced by concern with the perspectives in 
which they are constructed.’ 
/ It is in this context that many scholars have become deeply interested 
# in people’s commonsense beliefs about themselves and others, and the 
impact of these beliefs on their actions. They ask, for example: How do 
people commonly conceptualize the nature of love, of intelligence, and 
of aging?® And how do these beliefs inform our patterns of romance, school 


testing programs, and the risks n we are willing t to take as we grow older? 


“bility of personality, or the causes of homosexuality, and do hese as- 
sumptions not influence the way we raise children, our attempts at self- 
change, and our relations with the “gay” and “straight” worlds? In all 

. Ù such cases the attention turns from the nature of real love, intelligence, 
A aging, child development, and so on to how it is constructed or repre- 
iu sented in the culture. For good or ill, it is the individual as socially 


a constructed that finally informs people’s patterns of action. And in the 


Ņ end, there i a no means of ty past the constructions to locate the 
real. OC Ete the yegil: 

As belief i in essential selves erodes, awareness expands of the ways in 

which personal identity can be created and re-created in relationships. 

This consciousness of construction does not strike as a thunderbolt; rather, 


it increasingly colors our understanding of self and relationships, the 
character of this consciousness undergoes a qualitative change. In the 
pages that follow I wish to trace the character of this transformation, for 


in my view, there are subtle differences in the character of this con- 


sciousness as one moves from life in the modern to life in the postmodern 


o it eats slowly and irregularly away at the edge of consciousness. And as 
& 

t 

fy 


Se __world, It is especially important to follow this path, as one may discern 


in the trajectory a newly emerging sense of self. Where both the romantic 
and the modernist conceptions of identifiable selves begin to fray, the 
result may be something more than a void, an absence of self. Instead, 
if this tracing of the trajectory is plausible, we may be entering a new 
era of self-conception. In this era the self is redefined as no longer an 
éssence in itself, but relational. In the postmodern world, selves may 
become the manifestations of relationship, thus placing relationships in 
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anaa position occupied by ine individual self for the last several 

Best years of Western history. 
To be sure the changes I wish to discuss are unsystematic, occurring 
at irregular intervals and in different sectors of one’s life. For analytical 
_ purposes, however, I shall separate the consciousness of self-construction 
,@* into three major phases, each denoting a stage of development from the 


f 
4 modern to the postmodern. One’s commitment to the modernist self first 


p weakens in a stage of strategic manipulation. The individual increasingly 
and distressingly finds himself or herself playing roles to achieve social 
gains. 8 an a ssential self are undermined through 
this process, a second stage of r&Phe personality may be distinguished. 
Here the individual experiences a form of liberation, from essence, and 
learns to derive joy from the many forms of self-expression now permitted. 
As the self as a serious reality is laid to rest and the self is constructed 


A eS 
and reconstructed in multiple contexts, one enters finally the stage of the 
relational self. One's sense of individual autonomy gives way to a reality 


of immersed interdependence, in which it is relationship that constructs 
the self. pa us consider the three phases in more detail. 
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Prepare a face to meet The faces that you meet 


TST Eo, The tore Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 


Personality is an unbroken string of suecessful gestures. 
— y =F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby 


In the traditional community, where relationships were Pee _con- 
tinuous, and face-to-face, a firm sense of self was favored. One's sense “of 
identity was broadly and continuously supported. Further, there was 
strong agreement on patterns of “right” and “wrong” behavior. One could 
simply and unself-consciously be, for there was little question of being 
otherwise. With social saturation, the traditional pattern is disrupted. 
One is increasingly thrust into new and different relationships—as the 
network of associates jates expands in the workplace, the neighborhood is 
suffused with new and different_voices,,one visits and receives visitors 
from abroad, organizations spread across geographical locales, and so on. 
The result is that one cannot depend on a solid confirmation of identity 
nor on comfortable patterns of authentic action. One confronts scores of 
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humorous, or affectionate, for example, with people from other countries, 
ethnic and age groups, economic backgrounds, religions, and so on? As 
o one shuffles and searches for appropriate forms of action, identity is more 
likely to be questioned than confirmed. One confronts subtle hints of 
doubt: “Who are you? What do you hide? Give me proof.” The result of 
this veero oami aA Alee sense of SoU stetfP 
managing impressions, or acting a part to achieve goals. | 

Thus, as the modernist confronts the challenge of social saturation, he 
or she is continuously ripped from the security of an essential or unified 
self. As the sociologist Arlie Hochschild observes, “To manage private 
loves and hates is to participate in an intricate emotional system. When 
‘elements of that system are taken into the marketplace . . they become 
stretched into standardized social forms. In these BnS a person’s con- 
tribution of feelings . . . is seen as coming less from the self and less 
„directed t to tl the other, For this reason [one’s feelings are] susceptible to __ 

A “estrangement.” 7 In effect, as the modernist is pulled in myriad directions, 
one may feel a sickening sense that one's true emotions are being lost in 
the charade. 

As explored in the earlier discussion of multiphrenia (chapter 3), social 
saturation also multiplies the standards available for self-comparison. As 
one interacts with persons from diverse | backgrounds, and is exposed to 
various media representations of “good persons,” the range of self-eval- 
uative criteria expands manifold. It is not simply the local community 
that dictates the nature of the good, but virtually any visible community. 
In the traditional community a man nan might live in tranquility simply by 
being sincere, amiable, reliable, and reasonably effective at work—a 

e “good guy,” a mensch. In contrast, the middle-class male in a socially 


a contrast, the middle-class male 
A saturated context can scarcely claim self-respect unless he can demon- 


strate proficiency or participation in: 


a profession fitness training (jogging, tennis) 

a love life mechanics (car repair) 

a circle of friendship money management (investments) 
being a good son sports knowledge 

being a responsible father cultural events (art, music) 

a personal hobby food and wine sophistication 
political savvy outdoor cooking 


functionless leisure (TV) travel 


With each expansion in the criteria of the good, the individual is again 
forced out of the comfortable age and univocal affirmation. Increas- 
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~ of personality. 

Co This sense of self as strategic manipulator has been articulated by nu- 
merous social sciences over the past decades. For many the works of the 
sociologist Erving Goffman most poignantly capture the nagging sense of 
guilt pervading the daily life of modernist beings struggling toward efficacy 
in a socially complex world. In such works as The Presentation of Self in 
Everyday Life, Strategic Interaction, and Stigma, Goffman placed in pain- 

“Fal foaus the minutiae of daily life—arriving at a neighbor’s door, waiting 
on a table, holding hands, placing objects in a room—to demonstrate 
their darkly manipulative underpinnings.* No actions remain sincere, 
simple explosions of spontaneous impulse; all are instrumental. A quote 
Goffman cites from the delicately eviscerating work of William Sansom’s 
Contest of Ladies bears retelling. The Englishman Preedy, vacationing 
in Spain, makes his first entrance on the beach of the summer hotel: 


But in any case he took care to avoid catching anyone's eye. First of all, he 
had to make it clear to those potential companions of his holiday that they 
were of no concern to him whatsoever. He stared through them, round them, 
over them—eyes lost in space. The beach might have been empty. If by 
chance a ball was thrown his way, he looked surprised; then let a smile of 
amusement lighten his face (Kindly Preedy), looked round dazed to see that 
there were people on the beach, tossed it back with a smile to himself and 
not a smile at the people, and then resumed carelessly his nonchalant survey 
of space. 

But it was time to institute a parade, the parade of the Ideal Preedy. By 
devious handling he gave any who w ‘anted to look a chance to see the title 
of his book—a Spanish translation of Homer, elassie thus, but not daring, 
cosmopolitan too—and then gathered together his beach-wrap and bag into 
a neat sand-resistant pile (Methodical and Sensible Preedy), rose slowly to 
stretch and ease his huge frame (Big-Cat Preedy), and tossed aside his sandals 


(Carefree Preedy, after _all).° 


Each movement of the body, seemingly private and spontaneous, is or- 

chestrated for social effect. In the modernist ie at machinelike ef- 

ficacy, © , claims to sincerity evaporate. 4S be O) MA Mani pa | ew 
While they voice common experiences ana Aner ture, such ‘ac- 

counts of human action err in an important respect: they presume that 

experiences within a transient period of history are universal. They at- 

tempt to define the human being as a dramaturgic agent—one who by 

very nature is an actor upon life's stage. From the present standpoint, 

however, the sense of self as strategic manipulator is dependent on a 
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specific éltural context. The sense of “playing a role™ depends for its 
palpability on the contrasting sense of “a real self.” If there is no con- 
sciousness of what it is to be “true to self,” there is no meaning to “playing 


# arole.” The sense of self as strategic manipulator derives, then, from the 


: 2 - - n 
modernist contexts in which real, authentic selves existed—or should 


‘ef 


e 


exist—and to act in any other way was a form of forgery or deceit. The 
sense of strategic manipulation also requires a range of invitations to_act 


in other than the traditional] le ways, invitations that are suf- 


ficiently enticing or commanding that one willingly though shamefully 
forsakes the path of authenticity. This invitation is furnished by the tech- 


nology of social saturation. be = 
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The Pastiche Personality Pe Aaa 


We are eager to relinquish ourselves because it is a difficult and painful 


guth 
mti? 


matter to become a self, and because we long for the rewards that our 
culture is only too ready to give us in exchange for that self. 


—René J. Muller, The Marginal Self 


A The nausea of dissimulation is the burden of the modernist in an in- 


creasingly saturated society. As one casts out to sea in the contemporary 


world, modernist moorings are slowly left behind. It becomes increasingly 


difficult to recall precisely to what core essence one must remain true. 


The ideal of authenticity frays about the edges; the meaning of sincerity 
slowly lapses into indeterminacy. And with this sea change, the guilt wl? 


self-violation also recedes, As the guilt and sense of superficiality recede 


phe 


ge 


from view, one is simultaneously readied for the emergence of a pastiche 


personality. The pastiche personality is a social chameleon, constantly 


orrowing bits and pieces of identity from whatever sources are available — 


and constructing them as useful or desirable in a given situation. If one’s 
identity is properly managed, the rewards can be substantial—the de- 
votion of one’s intimates, happy children, professional success, the 
achievement of community goals, personal popularity, and so on. All are 
possible if one avoids looking back to locate a true and enduring self, and 
simply acts to full potential in the moment at hand. Simultaneously, the 
somber hues of multiphrenia—the sense of superficiality, the guilt at not 


measuring up to multiple criteria—give way to an optimistic sense of 


enormous possibility. The world of friendship and social efficacy is con- 


stantly expanding, and the geographical world is simultaneously contract- 


ing. Life becomes a candy store for one’s developing appetites. 
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Z Zhe ERAGM BAR and guilt-free construction of the self 
__are many and varied in contemporary culture, Consider our changin e 
attitudes toward the presidency. Voters in the modernist era hoped to 
select “a real man,” a president who was realistic and rational, as powerful 
and reliable as a smoothly running turbo-jet. One s choice thus depended 
on a thorough assessment of “the real thing.” Gradually, however, society 
” became aware of strategic manipulation in the construction of the man. 
As Joe McGinniss’s The Selling of the President 1968 made clear, the days 
of “getting to know you” were rapidly vanishing. '° Presidential candidates 
were “made” and “sold” like commercial goods; a contender’s true char- 
acter, ability, or political views were secondary to creating a winning — — — 
image. From a modernist standpoint, such processes were detestable; 
presidential races were beginning to approximate a competition among 
unscrupulous advertisers. As we move into the postmodern era, however, 
The candidate's “true character seems elusive, unknowable, even irrel- 
evant. For success as a president can be a matter of style—saying the 


right thing with the right manners at the right time. If we learn that 


“seeming rather than “being” enables one to attain the presidency, then 
marketing one’s personality bec g ones personality becomes the most reasonable orientation to 
daily life. 
Research psychologists also lend a resonant voice to this image of the 
pastiche personality. Particularly interesting is the research of Mark Sny- 
/ der and his colleagues at the University of Minnesota.'' They compare 
the behavior and life-styles of persons termed high in self-monitoring— ——__ 
masters at self-presentation, sensitive to their public image and to situ- _ 
ational cues of appropriateness, who are able to control or modify their 
appearance—with a contrasting group who are much less concerned or 
capable in these respects. j= differences between the high and low self- 
monitoring individuals recall David Riesman’s celebrated distinction be- 
tween igner-directed (or self-determining) and other-directed (or socially 
malleable) personality types. '!? However, where Riesman took a modernist 
perspective—favoring the inner-directed over the other-directed 
/ Snyder's more contemporary account, the values are reversed. Thus, the 
research is used to demonstrate that those high in self-monitoring are— 
relative to those who are low—more positive,in their attitudes toward 
others, less shy, less upset by inconsistencies, superior in remembering 
information about others, more emotionally expressive, and more influ- 
ential. Snyder does not condemn self-monitoring strategy for its inco- 
herence, superficiality, and deceit, but finds rather that it “gives the 


individual the flexibility to cope quickly and effectively with the shifting 
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Self-mutability gains expression in the works of Cindy Sherman. In this sample of “self- 
portraits,” Sherman identifies herself not only as a photographer but also as the subjects of 
her photographs—in this case as both a bag lady and a housemaid. 
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situational demands of a diversity of social roles.”!? In the postmodern 
a . a a . cnn 
world, research demonstrates merit in multiplicity. 


The sociologist Louis Zurcher expresses much the same attitude toward 
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multiplicity in his concept of the mutable self.'* As he sees it, acceleration 
in the rate of cultural change demands a new orientation toward self, one 
that removes the traditional goal of “stability of self (self as object)” and 
replaces it with “change of self (self as process).” For Zurcher the mutable 
self possesses an “openness to the widest possible experience” and is 

characterized by tolerance, openness, and flexibility. Yet Zurcher falls 


short of full praise for the mutable self, for he and his colleagues find that 


this condition also gives rise to a form of narcissism.” Daily life becomes 
-F° suffused with the search for self-gratification. Ofhers merely become the 


implements by which these impulses are served. 

Nowhere is the sense of exhilaration and potential in multiplicity more 
evident, however, than in the world of fashion. During the modernist _ 
period concern for fashionable clothing was limited primarily to an affluent 
minority. Women might take an interest in the height of the hemline or 
the seams of their stockings, but economy, durability, and normalcy were 
the most important criteria for selecting clothing. Most shopping was 
done in department stores, which determined the minimal “fashion 
line” for large sectors of the culture, but supplied a large number of 
formless but popular housedresses. To be styled was for many to “look 
cheap’ or to “put on airs.” Men were even less style-conscious; sensitivity 
to style was tantamount to replacing the real self with an imposter. As a 
result, men had their wives shop for them, and they took great pride in 
making a suit last many seasons. Such attitudes toward clothing styles 
were compatible with the modernist conception of self as a fundamental, 
enduring entity. If the self is simply “there,” known and trustworthy, 
then clothing is not considered a means of self-expression; it is merely 
practical. 

es, As postmodern consciousness expands, these views of fashion recede. 


For the pastiche personality, there is no self outside of that which can be 


constructed within a social context. Clothing thus becomes a central means 
of creating the self. With proper clothing, one becomes the part. And if 
the clothing is orchestrated properly, it may also influence the very 
definition of the situation itself.!7 In this context, the replacement of 
department-store-reliable clothing by the remarkable array of apparel 
served up by “unique” boutiques becomes intelligible. Each international 
(meaning both exotic and universally acceptable) label promises a new 
and different statement of the self. And because making the same clothing 
statement season after season would be a mere repetition of the same old 
stories, the fashions must change. Many women rail against the prices 
paid for garments that must be abandoned scarcely before they deserve 


cleaning. Yet if women did not insist on new vocabularies of clothing— 
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Postmodern Customer 
in the same way they require fresh insights, new experiences, and in- 
formed opinions to properly construct themselves in ongoing relation- 
ships—Gucci, Pierre Cardin, Christian Dior, and the like would soon be 
æ facing lean years. It is not the world of fashion that drives the customer. 
into a costly parade of continuous renewal, but the postmodern customer 
who seeks means of “being” in an ever-shifting multiplicity of social con- 
texts. 

Western culture has long tended to define the male as more unitary 
and solid in character than the female. Thus for the male the fashioning 
up of the culture is more radically dislocating. Men find the guaranteed- 
for-a-lifetime identity now challenged by Calvin Klein underwear, Gucci 
briefcases, Aegner belts, raincoats for spies, casual shoes for yachtsmen, 

bathrobes for playboys, and shirts for safaris. Aftershave lotion, a faintly 
scented skin medicinal in the modernist era, is now replaced by heavily -/- 
scented men’s cologne—with functions that are clearly interpersonal. 
(Elvis Presley perfume for men now presses the definition of male still 
further.) Even the domain of athletics, the last preserve of the “real man,” 

is now invaded by designer warmup gear, shoes, sweatbands, and athletic 
supporters. 

As social relationships become opportunities for enactment, the bound- 
ary between the real and the presented self—between substance and 
style—is erased. What seems to be true and substantial from one stand- 
point seems merely stylistic from another. The Russian premier’s political 
statements seem true and authentic reflections of the man, but news 
commentators assure us that they are mere expediencies of the moment. 
One’s tears seem to be authentic signals of deep grief until a sociologist _ 
demonstrates them to be constituents of a customary ritual, appropriate 
and desirable on certain occasions. One’s anger seems real enough, until ~ 
a mate points out that it is merely a routine means of getting one’s way. 
When style and substance become matters of perspective, they cease to 
be actual ingredients of actions themselves. They are merely ways of 
looking at behavior. In the end, as the concept of the substantial self 
recedes, and increasing emphasis is placed on good form, there is no 
distinction to be made between the two. If all is style, the concept fails 
to signify difference; it is simply synonymous with what there is. At this 
point such terms as style, superficiality, and self-presentation may be 
abandoned, for they cease to be informative = 

The Arabian poet Sami Ma’ari nicely summarizes the spirit of the pas-C-e7 

__tiche personality: “Identities are highly complex, tension filled, contra- 
/ dictory, and inconsistent entities. Only the one who claims to have a 
simple, definite, and clear-cut identity has an identity problem.” "° 
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zmergence of the Relational Self 


[We must] replace the starting-point in a supposed “thing” . . . located 
within individuals, with one located . . . within the general communi- 


cative commotion of everyday life. —John Shotter, Texts of Identity 


As the modernist is drawn into the socially saturated world, the dom- 
inant sense is that of being a strategic manipulator: committed to a sense 
of substantial self but continuously and distressingly drawn into contra- 

Z diction. As the moorings of the substantial self are slowly left behind and 
one begins to experience the raptures of pastiche personality, the dom- 
inant indulgence becomes the persona—the image as presented. Yet as 
all becomes image, so by degrees does the distinction between the real 
and the simulated lose its force. At this point the concept of the true and 
independent self—whether constituted by a deep interior or a machine- 
like rationality—loses its descriptive and explanatory import.” One is 

—f~ thus prepared to enter a third and final stage, in which self is replaced 
by the reality of relatedness—or the transformation of “you” and “I” to 


To appreciate the force of this transformation, a certain recounting is 

useful. Both the romantic and modernist traditions place a central em- 

~~ phasis on the individual as autonomous agent. Individuals are the fun- 
damental units of society; relationships are secondary or artificial, a by- 
product of interacting individuals. This sense of the self as autonomous 


On 
individual is largely responsible fgr the severe stresses of multiphrenia. 


Traditionally, it is the “I” who must perform, who must present myself, 
who will achieve or fail, who will be enriched, who must be responsible, 
and who in every other way stands at the vortex of an enveloping sociality. 
Yet the postmodern turn—both within the academy and without—poses 
a profound challenge to the concept of the autonomous self. Concepts of 
the individual—as the center of knowledge (“one who knows’); as pos- 
sessor of rationality; as author of his or her own words; as one who creates, 
decides, manipulates, or intends—are all placed in question. 

At the same time, an alternative to this view emerges quietly at the 
edges of argumentation. As self-constructions cease to have an object (a 
real self) to which they refer, and one comes to see these constructions 
as means of getting on in the social world, one’s hold on them is slowly 
relinquished. They slowly cease to be one’s private possessions. The 
invitation for one construction as opposed to another is, after all, issued 
from the social surrounds; and the fate of this construction is also deter- 


mined by other persons. Qne’s own role thus becomes that of participant 
in a social process that eclipses one s personal being. One’s potentials are 
4 . 
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only realized because there are others to support and sustain them; one 
has an identity only because it is permitted by the social rituals of which 
one is part; one is allowed to be a certain kind of person because this sort 
of person is essential to the broader games of society. 


N 


The case is clarified by focusing on the language of self-construction— = 
the preceding chapters, it is impossible to sustain the traditional view of ( ¢ 
language as an outer expression of an inner reality. If language truly served 
as the public expression of one’s private world, there would be no means 
by which we could understand each other. Rather, language is inherently 
a form of relatedness. Sense is derived only from coordinated effort among 
persons. One’s words remain nonsense (mere sounds or markings) until 
supplemented by another’s assent (or appropriate action). And this assent, 
too, remains dumb until another (or others) lend it a sense of meaning. 
Any action, from the utterance of a single syllable to the movement of 
an index finger, becomes language when others grant it significance in a 
pattern of interchange; and even the most elegant prose can be reduced 
to nonsense if others do not grant it the right of meaning. In this way, {— 
meaning is born of interdependence, And because there is no self outside 
a system of meaning, it may be said that relations precede and are more 
fundamental than self. Without relationship there is no language with 
which to conceptualize the emotions, thoughts, or intentions of the self. 

As the emphasis shifts from self to relationship, multiphrenia loses much 
of its lacerating potential. If it is not individual “I’’s who create relation- 
ships, but relationships that create the sense of “I,” then “I” cease to be 
the center of success or failure, the one who is evaluated well or poorly, 

“and so on. Rather, “I” am just an I by virtue of playing a particular part 
in a relationship. Achievements and failures, expansions of potential, 
responsibilities, and so on,are simply attributes assigned to any being 
who occupies a particular place in certain forms of relationship. If one 
does not participate fully and effectively, it makes little difference, since 
there is no fundamental “I” on whose character this reflects. And one’s j 
place in the games of life may always be filled by other players. Or, in 
Jean Baudrillard’s terms, “Our private sphere has ceased to be a stage 
where the drama of the subject at odds with his objects and with his 


-F 


image is played out; we no longer exist as playwrights or actors but as, 


terminals of multiple networks.” ?! Lr rin {Ad ts ot Wy tis ple (yet 
—~Tt would be foolish to propose that a consciousness of relational selves bark S 
is widely shared in Western culture. However, in many ways one senses 


its presence in everyday affairs. It is there in subtle ways—in the slight 
sense of dejection when one dresses for dinner out and finds the restaurant 
en 


empty of imagined audience; the realization that an invitation to a party 
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means that your active participation is required in order for there to be 
a party at all; the frustration at not being able to relate life's happenings @ 
ecause the lack of audience threatens erasure of the events themselves; 
or the sadness at another's death upon realizing that some part of the self 
. It is also there in the realization that one cannot 
be “attractive” without others who are attracted, a “leader” without others 
willing to follow, or a “loving person” without others to affirm with ap- 
preciation. 

This quiet consciousness is more fully accentuated on the public level. 


We find, for example: Vee. a 
CSIAZY 


al emerging eer of He presidency -from i the; nation s Ca Lier 


of power” to the status of “figurehead.” This shift is ; accompanied by an by an 
increasing focus on the presidential staff. In modernist times the White 


House staff were shadowy figures, scarcely known to the public. The 
president governed, and the staff simply played a supporting role. Ín- 
creasingly, however, the presidential staff becomes a focus of media 
attention. T a de 

* In the business world the idea of “the self-made man,” the firm and 

~ undaunted executive who valiantly forges ahead, is disappearing from 
the vocabulary. Rather, such terms as “organizational cultures” and 
“interpersonal systems’ enter increasingly into the vernacular. These 
coinages call attention to the web of interdependencies that make up 
an organization. Organizations exist as systems of meanings that estab- 
lish what is real and good. Without negotiated agreements about the 
means and goals of organizational life, the system would lapse into 

\ dysfunction. 
* Therapy for troubled persons has traditionally centered on the psyche 


2 (I a ne 2 s Wi) a A 
of the single individual. However, cress numbers of therapists, 


counselors, and social TOETS are abandoning the individual-centered 


© approach. An individual's Ae it is proposed, are only the by- 
products of troubled relations with others—within the family, the work- 
place, the school. It is not the individuals who are “sick,” but the social 
networks of which they are a part. Thus, rather than exploring the 
individual’s unconscious (a holdover from the romantic period) or “mod- 
ifying” his or her behavior (as in the modernist heyday), increasing 
numbers of therapists help individuals, families, and even communities 

to explore their forms of relationship and the effects of these relation- 

\ ships on the participants.” 

* Popular dramas of both the romantic and modern periods centered on 
the individual—the hero, the leader, the lover, the tragic figure. Judg- 
ing by common television fare, such dramas are being replaced by 
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themes of complementarity, coope 


ration, and collusion among persons. 
past few decades 
of collective dramas: All in the Family, The 
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Prime-time television over the has featured a parade 


Avengers, Dallas, Eight Is 
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Eschewing the tradition 


al focus on single, isolated individuals, the 
Walter explores the 


Zurich artist Regine 
possibilities of persons inseparable 


from relational forms. 
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ugh, NR Family Ties, Ponderosa, Precinct, Star Trek, Taxi, 

and The Waltons are illustrative. We also find a substantial number of 
films in which there is no single protagonist pursuing, risking, over- 

9 coming, and achieving. The emphasis turns to webs of interdependency, 
whether in the so-called buddy films (48 Hrs., Midnight Run), female 
equivalents (Big Business, Beaches), male teams (Three Men anda Baby, 
Seven Alone), female enclaves (Steel Magnolias, Crimes of the Heart), 
or complex relations within a group (Hannah and Her Sisters, Sex, Lies, 
and Videotape, Do the Right Thing). 


O Still, the development of relatedness as a fundamental reality will pro- 
ceed but slowly, for as we have seen, the Western vocabulary of under- 
standing persons is robustly individualistic. The culture has long been 
committed to the idea of the single, conscious self as the critical unit of 
society., Descartes’ dictum “I think, therefore I am” is emblematic. De- 
cisions should issue from private thought; not authorities or other persons. 

Private consciousness marks both the beginning and ending of our livés- 
Thus we stand at the present historical juncture with a massive array of 
terms to depict the individual. It is the individual who has hopes, fears, 


wishes, thoughts, desires, inspirations, and the like. These are the terms N 
by which we understand daily life, and which are embedded within our 


patterns of interchange. We ask about Bob's “feelings” toward Sarah, and 
what Sarah “thinks” about Bob, and believe that a relationship is built 
(or not) on these grounds. In contrast, we have an impoverished language 
of relatedness. We cannot ask whether a relationship hopes, fears, or 
wishes, nor can we understand how it is that a relationship could deter- 
mine Bob’s feelings and Sarah’s thoughts rather than vice versa. It is as 
if we have thousands of terms to describe the individual pieces in a game 


of chess, and virtually none by which we can articulate the game itself. 


Tf 


LANGUAGES OF RELATIONSHIP 
gece a ee ee 
Relationships cannot become the reality by which life is lived until there 
is a vocabulary through which they are realized. This vocabulary is slowly 
beginning to emerge, and with it a sensibility that should render rela- 
tienes as palpable and objective as the individual selves of previous 


eras.” Because of the significance of this development to the future c 


plexion of social life, the remainder of this chapter is devoted to exploring 
E several domains in which the reality of the individual is giving way to 


relational reality. Of focal interest are personal history, the emotions, and 
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Produces Lhe Auto bic A afar 
The Social Ownership of Personal EA 
# We assume that life produces the autobiography as an act produces its 


consequences, but can we not suggest, with equal justice, that the auto- 


biography project may itself 1 produce and determine ‘life? 


—Paul de Man, Autobiography as Defacement 


Consider first your life story—the sort of account you might give if 
musing over how you got to be where you are, or if trying to make your 
past known to another. Traditionally we think of such a story as uniquely 
one’s own, a private possession from which one draws sustenance and 
direction. In the \romantic period | persons often viewed their lives as 
driven by a mission, possibly directed by inner forces or personal muses 
deep within. One could speak unflinchingly of personal destiny. In the 

modern period, \such discourse was replaced by a factorylike view of 
personal history. One had a production history that could be charted— 
as on a résumé—in terms of visible accomplishments (attained education, 
ees held, honors received, papers published). In both cases one 
speak of possessing a life story, an accurate acount of one’s unique 
es through life. Losses Si u ct ba fe go ep 


Yet such views of life history are ill suited to the postmodern temper. 
Recall Hayden White’s critique of historical writing in chapter 4, in which 


he proposed that a culture develops modes of narration, and this array 


of rhetorical conventions largely determines how the past is understood. 
The past does not drive or determine the historical narrative; rather, t the 
cultural practices of writing determine how we comprehend the past. This A 


same line of thinking applies to autobiography.” Consider a five-yeag- 
old, asked by her parents about her day in kindergarten. She describes v2 as 


her pencil, then a friend's hair, then the school the school flag, and finally the clouds. O l 
Chances are this account would seem n unsatisfactory to her parents. Why? — 
Because the events are not related to each other; there is no direction or _ 
“point” to the account, no drama, no proper sense of beginning and 
ending. Yet none of these characteristics—relationship among events," 
direction, drama, and temporal containment—exist within the events of 
__life. They are, rather, features of good stories in our culture, and without 
~ them one’s tale is either boring or unintelligible. Chances are by the time 
she is six the child will have learned to describe her days days properly, and 
“by the time she is twenty-six, her sense of life history will acquire the 
same narrative character. = 
The genres of story offered by a culture at any given time are also likely 


to be limited. In Western culture most of our stories are built around 


events that go in either a positively or negatively Valued direction.” 
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Fig. 1. Success and Failure Narratives. 


EVALUATION 
(=) 


TME -> TME S > 


Fig. 2. Happily-Ever-After and Tragic Narratives. 
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Fig. 3. Epic Hero Narrative. 


the typical “success story,” life events become continuously better, and 
in the “failure story,” they go downhill (figure 1). Most other stories rep- 
resent variations on these two rudimentary forms. In the “happily-ever- 
__after” account, a success story (how I “won my man,” “earned my rank,” 
etc.) begins to level off; in a “tragedy,” someone highly valued plummets 


very rapidly into failure (figure 2). Some individuals adopt the “epic hero’ _, 


narrative, in which one strives toward success, only to be turned back, 
and then to battle again to the top, and so on ina series of heroic recoveries _ 
(figure 3). These are the common forms in which we see our lives. By 


contrast, you might tell someone that every third day of your life was 
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hell, while the two intervening days were paradise, but no listener is 

e . . —— DSS” 
likely to believe it. We are generally prepared to accept as truc” only 
those life stories that conform to existing conventions, 


Yet one’s personal history is not a cultural possession only in the sense 
of story forms. Indeed, the very content of such stories also depends on 


social relationships. Consider first the process of memory. As research 
on eyewitness testimony demonstrates, reports of the past_are not like 


photographs, fixed and final. Rather, they are continuously in motion, 
altered with new information and experience.2* When we make memories 
intelligible, either to ourselves or others, we must do so in the available 
language of the culture. This language essentially sets the limits over what 
we can legitimately count as a memory. In a given circumstance, we can 
say, “I remember seeing a man in a black coat,” but not, “I remember 
black-gray-moving-large-to-small.” This collage of words may actually ex- 
press one’s conjured image, but it does not count as a properly reported 
memory. What counts as an intelligible memory will depend on the 
culture in which the report is made. It is in this context that scholars 
have coined the term communal memory to refer to the process of social 
negotiation that occurs among persons in deciding “what happened. ”” 
Thus family members may discuss at length what counts as an accurate 
memory of family history; vacationing friends will energetically negotiate 
over the “right way” to report their adventures. Memory, then, becomes 
a social possession. — =. E > 
“Tn his challenging volume, Narrative Truth and Historical Truth, Don- 
ald Spence has carried the implications of these arguments into the arena 
of psychiatric practice.® Spence was particularly curious about patients’ 
attempts to explore their early life histories. In psychiatric circles, the 
key to successful treatment is thought to lie in the ability of the patient 
to recall early relationships with parents and siblings, and especially trau- 
matic events long forgotten; such insights into childhood history presum- 
ably release the repressed forces causing our adult problems. Yet, asked 
Spence, how likely is the patient to locate historical truth—what really 
happened? Childhood events are murky, memories change as relation- 


ships with parents and siblings are altered over the lifespan, and what is 


“found” often depends on what one is seeking. Thus, 


the analyst's construction of a childhood event can lead the patient to re- 
member it differently, if he remembered it at all; and if he had no access to 
the event, to form anew memory for the first time. Within his private domain, 
the newly remembered event acts and feels like any other memory; thus it 


becomes true. 
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In eff t Ta patienť develops with the psychiatrist a form of narrative 


or sia truth as opposed toa \ historically ac accurate truth, and it is 


the narrative truth that largely determines the outcome of treatment. In 
the therapeutic setting and beyond, we find autobiography is anything 
e but autonomous; it is more properly sociobiography. 


The Emotions Among Us 


The pursuit of love in the assumption that it is a pleasure that can be 
defined exclusively within ourselves is a major perversion of modern every- 


day activity. ` —Willart Gaylin, Passionate Attachments 


Who can deny that our emotions are personal possessions, belonging 
to the private world of experience and not directly open to anyone? Surely 
the past centuries furnish ample support for such a belief. In the romantic 


period the emotions possessed an awesome quality. Their power could 


propel one toward a life commitment or to suicide. For the modernist, 
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system—but the major hope was was that scientific understanding would be 
able to properly channel or control them so that the society could march 


forward in an orderly manner. Thus, such well-known volumes as Lorenz's 
On Aggression and Frustration and Aggression by John Dollard and his 
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sions could be systematically brought under social control. 


awaiting explosive expression. Traditionally it is said that we experience 
our emotions—love, anger, fear, and so on. ‘But what, after all, is the 
object of our experience, the “it” by which we > are impressed? Ts it our 
Y Blood pressure, our heart rate, our flaming cheeks that we experience? 
Ñ If so, we are again placed in doubt, for scientists do not consider changes 
a in blood pressure, pulse, and the like to be the emotions, themselves. 
\ Rather, these are only signals or indicators of emotion. Where then is. 
xe the “it” for which these are signals? Is the object of our experience, then, 
RX our behavior—our tears and slumped shoulders in the case of sadness, 
and our angry voice and clenched fist in the case of anger? This too seems 
doubtful, for these actions are not the “emotions in themselves,” but mere 
expressions of the emotions. However, if we subtract all the indicators, 
expressions, and signals, what is left over to constitute the “real e1 ame a 


Where is the “it” to be located? w 
G a hostile Pass possi om s brought y a 
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+ — With postmodernism one becomes suspicious of the view that emotions 
are essences of personal being, tucked within the biological system and 


emotions were a nuisance—forces that interfered with reason and objec- 
tivity, They were not to to be denied—built in, as they are, to the biological 


#@/ Yale colleagues attempted to demonstrate scientifically how hostile pas- 
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The question aroused scientific interest in the early 1960s, wit the Ao esd 
publication of Stanley Schachter’s research on emotional labeling.*’ After 


paia the full range of scientific ee on emotion, Schachter con- 
tions, There were not separate and o earal ites for love, fear, 
anger, and the like. Rather, the most that could be said was that a person. 
in any state of hi igh emo emotion demonstrates “generalized_physiological A 
arousal.” People who are angry will experience the same increase in blood yae" aE 
pressure, heart rate, and the like as those who are afraid or ecstatic. Thus, 
Schachter proposed that differences among the emotions stem from the g 
labels we happen to assign to the state of arousal. If scolding an errant m eti; 
teenage son, a man might assign the culturally approved label of pA = Di 
to his emotions; if running from a bear, the proper label for his emotion 
would be “fear.” And, if he is locked in an intimate embrace, the very 
same physiological state would be experienced as “love.” £ < 
While few scientists are content with Schachter’s evidence Schachter’s evidence for the the- izh 
ory, many have come to share his doubts thatihercmotion that the emotions are simply w? 
“there in our nature,” propelling us along willy-nilly. Some of the strong- Ha 
est evidence against emotions as natural essences of the individual has AS ‘0 
been furnished by anthropologists. Recall the various cases in chapter 1 
in which the emotions experienced in one culture do not seem to be | 
_duplicated in others. Or consider the Ifaluk of Micronesia, a culture 
“studied by the anthropologist Catherine Lutz.™® For the Taluk, fago isa 
central emotion. It seems akin to love, as it is expressed toward those 
with whom one has close relationships. However, fago is not joyous and 
energizing; it carries a saddened hue, and indeed is often experienced 
when the other is absent or dead. Yet fago is not simply grief for a lost 
loved one, for it is also actively displayed in ongoing relations, particularly 
toward those who are weak. In this sense it seems more like compassion. 
In Western culture there is no precise equivalent for fagy. Does this mean 
that our biology is differently structured? Not according to the University 


of Massachusetts psychologist James Averill. He concludes that what we 
call emotions are essentially cultural performances, learned and enacted, 


_on appropriate occasions.” We are not driven by forces bottled u up within 
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“us; rather, we perform emotions, much as we would act a part on stage. 
In “doing” an emotion we recruit biology in the same way an actor needs 
heightened blood pressure and pulse to enact properly the rage of King 
Lear, The biological system is required to carry out the emotion effec- 


‘tively, but the biology does not require the actions themselves. 


Once ownership of the emotions is transferred from biology to culture, 
we are prepared to remove them from individual ownership as well. 


Consider again the emotional performance—doing anger, love, or sad- 
BL i.entists dap g emotion Pye 


FROM SE p A RELATIONSHIP re 


Simply “theve "$n or- 2Enrv e 
- emot LONS Wot SPA Cy dave Lo Cly/tu kaí 


, : 
N ZS 
Seyfo y 


v “WMolleg s pw pute lie 
Coy bes" prt Oe 


ness. The performance seems clearly enough an “in-itself,” an expression 
of the autonomous being. But look again. One cannot simply perform an 
emotion in any circumstance. The pedestrian cannot simply stop in mid- 
stride to bellow “I am angry,” nor can the dinner-party hostess suddenly 
writhe on the table in a state of passion. Emotional performances are 
æ limited to certain, socially sanctioned contexts. The pedestrian can (and 
is expected to) feel angry if a careless youth steps on his foot, but not on 
his shadow. The hostess may be moved to passion by a gallant staring 
steadfastly into her eyes, but would be scorned if she responded in the 
same way to his six-year-old son. Further, once the emotional performance 
has taken place, others are limited by cultural rules in the kinds of re- 
actions that are allowed. Thus, if a close friend says to you, “I am so 
depressed,” you cannot respond (without endangering the friendship) 
with “Let me tell you about my great weekend” or “You deserve it.” 
Western culture offers only a handful of sensible moves to be made under 
such circumstances, such as offering sympathy, suggesting solutions to_ 
the problem, or redefining the problem in a less serious way, Similarly, 
once performances of these kinds have been executed, the depressive is 


limited in the next action, If sympathy is offered to the depressive, he 


or she cannot speak of gardening or commence singing an anthem. 

If we recognize that cultural rules govern when and where an emotional 
performance can occur, as well as others’ reactions to these performances, 
the expresser’s responses to these reactions, and so on, we can begin to 
see emotional performances as single movements within an elaborate 
dance or emotional scenario.** In the same way that Ivan Lendl’s move- 
ments on the tennis court only make sense in terms of Boris Becker's 
actions on the opposite side of the net, so emotional performances gain 
their significance as components of ongoing relationships. To talk about 
“my depression,” “John’s anger,” “Myra’s joy,” and the like is to misplace 
inside individual heads actions that form part of more extended scenarios. 

“My depression” is only mine in the sense that I am playing out this 
particular aspect of the emotional scenario in which we are both engaged. 
Without your complicity, often preceding, during, and following this 


performance, the act would be reduced to nonsense. 
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The self has to find its moral identity in and through its membership in 
communities such as those of the family, the neighborhood, the city, and 
the tribe. —Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue 
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 "Bet‘us cOnsider finally the case of morality —again a seemingly private 
and personal affair. The present century has inherited the Judeo-Christian, 


view that morality is centered in the individual. More specifically, we 


commonly hold that an act derives its moral character from the intention 
of the actor. To harm another is not immoral if the harm is unintentional, 
to help another is not moral if accompanied by the intention to bring the 
other harm. We do not generally hold persons morally responsible for 
actions beyond their conscious control, either in daily life or in courts of 
law. Thus, morality is essentially a matter of one’s intentions, and inten- 
tions exist somewhere in the individual's mind. 

Neither romanticism nor modernism was particularly kind to this tra- 
ditional conception of morality. For the romanticist, actions could be 
driven by powerful sources deep within the recesses of the mind, thrusting 
conscious intention aside. In this sense, Freudian theory is generally 
inimical to the traditional view of morality. Indeed, for Freud not only 
was religion a form of collective neurosis, but the superego (the seat of 
moral inclination) functioned primarily as an irrational defense against the 
unconscious and amoral forces of eros. Similarly, the concept of intention 

pe LE 
suffered with the modernist view of persons as machines. If one s actions 
are governed by causal inputs, as modernists held, then what part does 
voluntary intention play in a person’s life? If acts of aggression and altru- 
ism, for example, are products of socialization and environmental stim- 


ulation, then there is no place for an “uncaused cause” like voluntary 


intention. 
The deterioration of the intentions occurring in the romanticist and \ 

modernist periods is completed in the postmodern. Why, in the first 4 r 0) 

instance, do we presume that because we use the word “intention,” there N 

a a a Orc ee a o od a A N 

chapter 1, such words as intention are not found in all cultures and in all À 

historical periods. Nor can we look inward and identify through intro- A 

spection when the state exists and when it doesn't. This view was rein- 

forced in chapter 4, where we found that if intentions lay behind people's y 

words, we could never grasp their meaning. To speak, then, was not to 

give an outward sign of an inward state, but to participate in a social 


relationship. Following the argument that language gets its meaning from d 


the uses to which it is put within the relationships, one can conclude that 4 
the word is used in the practical activities pf holding people responsible, wa 
seeking forgiveness, and so on. N 

If morality is removed from the heads of individuals, how can it be AL »\ 
reconceptualized as a relational phenomenon? Consider a battle royal in a 
recent psychology. One of the most innovative theories of moral behav- | 
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ursting upon the field in the late 1960s—was that of Harvard’s 
Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg argued that there was a natural course of 


development in a person's capacities for moral decision making.” During 
the early years of life, before the child is capable of abstract reasoning, 
moral decisions are largely made on the basis of rewards and punishments 
meted out by parental authorities. As reasoning powers develop, the N 
individual turns to social approval and rules of law as sources of moral 
decisions. The highest stage of moral development is achieved, proposed 
Kohlberg, when persons are able to develop their own universal philos- 
ophies of right and wrong. Kohlberg’s theory views morality in its ad- = ™ 
vanced form not only as an individual matter, but as a product of rational ` 

thought, In this sense the theory lends support to the traditional Western ` 

view of morality. 


However, for Kohlberg’s colleague Carol Gilligan, his theory also har- 


bored another bias, an implicit sexism.* Not only did Kohlberg’s studies 
generally fail to credit women with advanced, or principled, moral think- 
ing, but they valorized the self-contained, the self-contained, autonomous individual—in 
effect, the typical masculine image of the masculine image of the herp. Thus Gilligan and her 
colleagues set out to explore the way in which ae ver tend to solve moral 
dilemmas. How do they deal, for example, with the issue of abortion ©» 
Gilligan’s team proposes that women typically reach solutions through 
_telating to others—considering the f feelings of their friends, families, 
~ and so on. Rather than searching for general moral principles, abstracted 
from daily relationships, they see themselves as existing in a web of 
relationships held together by bonds of caring. “In all of the women’s 
descriptions,” Gilligan concludes, “identity is combined in_a context of 
relationship. °°” 

There is a tendency among feminists to see this form of moral decision 
making as peculiarly feminine—an outgrowth of the way female, as op- 
posed to male, children are traditionally raised in the family. For our 
purposes, however, the orientation of Gilligan and her colleagues can be 
in which moral decisions are viewed not as products of individual minds, 
but thè outcome of interchange among persons, This is obviously the case 
when moral decisions are reached through active dialogue and negotia- 
tion, but it is also true when moral decisions appear to emanate from a 


single person. An individual’s “good moral reasons” necessarily derive 


from the culture's repository of sensible sayings. One would not normally 


say, for example, that theft is wrong because it pleases the devil—not 
because such reasoning is incorrect, but because it is not a sample of _» 


proper moral reasoning by contemporary Western standards. When in- 


dividuals declare right and wrong in a given situation they are only acting 
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So far, a fully developed theory of relational morality has yet to appear.*® 
The concept of lying might provide especially rich material for analysis. 
Lying is typically viewed as an individual decision; it is the individual 
who must examine his or her conscience, and who must be held respon- 
sible for prevarication. Can our present analysis be extended to remove 


the lie from its locus in the self, and replace it in relationships? The 
concept of the lie is intimately tied to a belief in truth. To lie is essentially 


to tell an untruth; and one who tells the truth cannot be lying. With 
(4 j postmodernism the distinction between truth and falsity lapses into in- 
determinacy. As we found in chapter 4, vast problems attend the view 


that words can accurately “picture” or “reflect” the world. What is the 
case (“the truth of the matter”) primarily depends on what perspective 
you bring to bear. In daily life, for example, we call the rose before us 
“red.” No one doubts this as an objective fact. Yet for psychophysiologists 
the rose is not red but “colorless.” The experience of color, they argue, 4- 
is the result of energy at specific wavelengths being reflected on the 
cornea. Is it a lie, then, to say the rose is not red? It depends on whether 
you are using the perspective shared by people in everyday life or par- 
ticipating in the culture of the laboratory. Neither perspective is true nor 
false except within a particular community of understanding. 
In this context we are positioned to reconsider lying as a relational 
rather than an individual event.*° Indeed, if all members of a culture 
were unanimous in their perspectives—or their understandings of the 
world—the problem of lying would never emerge. There would be no 
stealing in a culture where all agreed that “taking another's possessions” 
is “immoral” and thus taboo. When there is more than one perspective 
on the world, however, the stage is set for lying. What is called “stealing” 
and labeled as “immoral” by mainstream culture may be viewed as “just,” 


“cool,” “enterprising,” “smart,” or “life-sustaining” by other members of 
the same society, in which case a “thief” asked whether he “stole” con- 
fronts not a problem of individual conscience but of group allegiance. To 
answer from the perspective of mainstream culture—‘“Yes, I stole’ —is 
to be forced into accepting a definition of the situation at variance with 
that of his subculture: friends at school, for example. It is to tell the truth 
in their system of understanding, but to deny the reality of his own. To 
say that he did not steal is a lie from the standpoint of mainstream culture, 
but within the shared understandings of his subculture is true. From their 
standpoint his actions were intelligent and perhaps heroic. The existence 


of lying in society is thus not an outcome of individual depravity, but of 
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+- With postmodern consciousness begins the erasure of the category of 


self. No longer can one securely determine what it is to be a specific kind 
— 
of person—male or female—or even a person at all. As the category of 
the individual person fades from view, consciousness of construction be- 
comes focal. We realize increasingly that who and what we are is not so 
much the result of our “personal essence” (real feelings, deep beliefs, 
l and the like), but of how we are constructed in various social groups. The 
initial stages of this consciousness result in a sense of the self as a social 


con artist, manipulating images to o achieve ends. As the category of “real 


_ self” continues to recede from view, however, one acquires a pastiche- 
like personality. Coherence and contradiction cease to matter as one takes 
pleasure in the expanded possibilities of being in a socially saturated 
world. Finally, as the distinction between the real and the contrived, 
style and substance, is eroded, th the concept of the individual self ceases 


to be intelligible. At this point one is prepared for the new reality of 
relationship. Relationships make possible the concept of the self. Previous 


possessions of the individual self—autobiography, emotions, and moral- 


ity—become possessions of relationships. We appear to stand alone, but 


we are manifestations of relatedness. 
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A Collage of Postmodern Life 


Certainty is the exception in 2oth century life, and adjusting to discon- 
tinuity is . . . the emerging problem of our era. 


—Mary Catherine Bateson, Composing a Life 


= in recent months: 


* A businessman on a plane from Detroit to New York tries to-arrangea—__ ŽŻŽ_ 


po 


liaison with the woman in the next seat. In the airport he phones his 


wife in Florida. She is in shock because her sister in Des Moines has 


had an auto accident and may die. He is stunned as he passes through 
customs and immigration offices. On the overnight to London he seeks 
sympathy from a British dairyman in the next seat. His luncheon with 
colleagues the next day is mirthful and boisterous. : 

Connie spent her childhood in New Jersey. After her parents were 
divorced, her mother moved with the children to San Diego. Connie’s 
teen years were spent shuttling between father and mother on either 


coast. After she graduated from the University of Colorado, she moved 
to Alaska to work on a fishing boat, and then to Wyoming to become a 


ski instructor. Now Connie is working on a geological-survey vessel in 


the Antarctic, and is engaged to a man living in yin Portland, Oregon. 


: Fred is a neurologist who spends many of his spare hours working to 


aid families from El Salvador. Although he is married to Tina, on Tues- 
day and Thursday nights he lives with an Asian friend with whom he 
zhas a child. On weekends he drives his BMW to Atlantic City for 


gambling. 3 
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A philosophy professor from Ohio State spends his sabbatical in Norway. 
While skiing in Wengen, Switzerland, he shares a chairlift with a British 
contractor. The contractor s major firm is located in Miami, but their 
chief building sites are in Saudi Arabia. The seven minutes together 
are filled with lively camaraderie, and as they ski off with their com- 
panions they arrange to meet later for a drink. 

* Louise is a lawyer from Boston. She has just married Tom, a Kansan, 
who now practices law in San Francisco. Tom's chief interest is in — 
running a blues club with a black friend in Oakland. They invite to their 
wedding many of their former lovers—all_of whom are women. 


For those steeped in the romantic tradition, such scenes are disquieting. 
Where, the romanticist asks, are the profound passions that press the soul 
toward its singular and essential expressions? Where is the depth of char- 
acter that demarcates the mature individual? Nor is the modernist com- 
fortable with these conditions. Lost from view are the personality traits 
that endure across time and situation, the sense of personal stability and 
authenticity necessary for an effective and smoothly functioning life, In 
place of the enduring and identifiable self, we find fragmentation and 
incoherence, lives led without direction, movement from one locale and 
culture to another with little residual effect. Who are these individuals? 


How are they to be identified? It depends on where and when the as- 


sessment is made, for today is no necessary prelude to tomorrow, the 
epg err ene 


—]~ present hour no companion to the next. As we move into the postmodern 


world, purpose is replaced with pastiche. 
i My aim in this chapter is to explore the relationship between the loss 


of self, as treated in the preceding chapters, and the emerging incoherence 
of cultural life, The erosion of the individual self and its gradual re replace-\y 
ment with a relational consciousness imply far more than a shift in sen- 
sibility. The emerging consciousness of relational embeddedness creeps 

~ into our actions in numerous ways, informing us of the possible and the 
problematic. With shifts in our conceptions of who we are (and are not), 
certain patterns of cultural life lose their credibility and others gain ad- 
miration and adherence. To transform understandings of who we are is £ 
to alter the ways in which_we live together. The emergent ‘adage 


/ in life patterns thus clasps hands with the disappearance of the individual 


- 0 | self 
F \ 2 Two major processes are at work in relating conceptions of the indi- 


ae Co” vidual to ongoing patterns of conduct. In both cases this connection is 6 


e fostered by the technologies of social saturation. The first has been de- | 


; 7! scribed in preceding discussions: As we become ever more saturated with 
D relationships, we become increasingly populated with fragments _o 
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# other, each of us harboring expanding congeries of potentials for relating A ers 
and replacing the other. The cumulative result is that we are readied for —2—— 
participation in a world of incoherence, a world of anything-goes. We are 
prepared for variegated contexts and connections, and if they present 
themselves with the speed of flipping television channels, we may marvel 


at our adequacy of adaptation. Further, because each fragment we in- 
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of being treads on the sensibilities of myriad ghosts within. Each cries 
out for an alternative, points to a missed potential, or mocks the chosen 
action for its triviality. Each mode of being thus becomes a small prison 
from which freedom of expression must be sought; yet each bursting of 
the bonds forms but one more containment. The postmodern being is a 
restless nomad. = l 
Not only do the technologies of social saturation fashion “the individual 
—{ without character,” but at the same time, they furnish invitations to 
incoherence. In a humdrum moment, the Vancouver tax accountant can 
pick up the phone and rekindle a relationship in St. Louis; within less 
than an hour the restless engineer can drive to a singles bar thirty miles 
away; on a tedious Friday a New Jersey executive can decide to fly to 
Tortola for the weekend. Through these and other means, one confronts 
myriad avenues pointing the way out of the immediate context. Even if wl R: 
one fails to take these avenues, others may arrive on one’s doorstep by OK A d 
these means. In the final analysis, we find technology and life-style op- | pz 
Y erating in a state of symbiotic interdependence. The technology opens y! 
opportunities, and as these opportunities are realized, the person becomes ( out j 
increasingly dependent on the technology. The technologies engender a 
multiplicitous and polymorphic being who thrives on incoherence, and 
this being grows increasingly enraptured by the means by which this 
protean capacity is expressed. We enter the age of techno-personal sys- 
__tems.' ‘BEC = Per bP wef" Silo 
Any evaluation of the postmodern transformation from self’ to relat- 
edness must necessarily take into account these alterations in social pat- 
terns Of what variety and significance are they? Who is affected, and 
how much? I will not attempt to be inclusive, but rather will single out 
several regions of social life that seem both diagnostic of our present and 
portentous of our future. These snapshots will be as assorted as the con- 
ditions they are designed to express. At times the portrayals will move 
from gray to black—reflecting the antipathy for which my own roots in 
romantic and modernist culture prepare my sensibilities, I do not view 


these impoverished conditions as final so much as transitional, however, 


and thus alternative vistas will also be explored. As the chapter moves ; 
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on, the ground will be prepared for a positive stance toward the emerging 
age, a stance that will be more fully explored in the final chapter of the 
volume. 
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Beverly's parents had stayed married like two dogs locked together in 
passion, except it wasn’t passion. But she and Joe didn’t have to do that. 
Times had changed. Joe could up and move to South Carolina. Beverly 
and Jolene could hop down to Memphis just for a fun weekend. Who 


knew what might happen or what anybody would decide to do on any 
weekend or at any stage of life? —Bobbie Ann Mason, Love Life 


In traditional communities, with their relatively unchanging and in- 
terconnected cast of characters, coherence of personality was favored. 
Relationships t tended to be reliable and repetitive, supporting consistency 
of action. In the romantic period, the belief in the deep interior contrib- 
uted to the solidity of self and relationship. To believe in the communion 
of souls was to favor a lifetime of commitment. Modernist discourse on 


the self also supported a belief in identity and coherence. People were 


knowable, wable, underst tandable, and predictable, and thus relationships among 
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persons—in families, the workplace, friendships, and the like—were op- 

timal when_each participant functioned as a reliable cog in the machine. 

Stabilized identities contributed to a soundly structured society, and a 
structured society in turn supported a stabilized identity. _ 

With the wheels of social saturation spinning at ever-increasing speeds, 

such patterns recede into ‘into history. Co Consider the attempt of a postmodern 

erson to establish a relationship with others. At the outset, postmoderns —__ 

re populated with a plethora of selves. In place of an enduring core of __ core of 

deep and indelible character, there is a chorus of invitations. Each in- 

vitation “to be” also casts doubt on the wisdom and authenticity of the 

others. Further, the postmodern person senses the constructed character 


of all attempts at being—on the part of both self and others, One may 


D 


press toward the genuine and true; romanticism and mi modernism. are hardly 

T dead. But in the end, one realizes that the social images of self and other 

are portrayals without a portrayed, reflections without an object of re- 
flection. 

Even for those who are not fully populated or reflexively aware, the 

attempt at solidified relations or reliable rituals is beset with difficulty. 

One major problem is the insinuation of the technologies of saturation 


into the normal rituals of relationships. Consider deep friendship—the 
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celebrated bond between two people, meant to endure through thick and 
thin. In the nineteenth century, devotion to a friend of the same sex- 
might eclipse the bond of marriage. Although this intensity of friendship 
has waned in the present century, many strive to hold fast to the friend- 
ships of teen or college years. Many try to develop “best friends” within 
their communities, who can be fully trusted or relied upon in time of 
need. Yet it becomes difficult indeed to define a relationship as “closest” 
or “best” when for weeks, even months, the participants are both in- 
motion. Both may long for lazy and undirected hours, when each nuance 
of experience is examined with careful attention, and chance comments 
open new vistas of fascination. But consider the difficulties of locating 
such hours, when you take your work home with you almost every night, 
you know you must have more exercise, you visit your parents on the 
weekend, a spouse and/or children are craving for more quality time, 
your wardrobe desperately needs to be brought up to date, your support 
group absorbs your Thursday evenings, and there are numerous books, 
games, concerts, and exhibits that are not to be missed. Under these 
conditions, meandering moments are seldom found, and because this is 
so, the very concept of “< “closest” or or “best” friend undergoes a sea change. 


Rather th: than a communion of souls it becomes an occasional and com- ® 


@) pressed ressed “catch-up.” From a traditio From a traditionalist viewpoint, we lose the capacity 


for “genuine friendship.” 
ee 
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Current runs through bodies 
and then it doesn't. 

On again. 

Off again. 

Always two things 

switching. 

One thing instantly replaces 
another. 


It (is) the language 
of the Future. —Laurie Anderson, United States 
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A In In the « context of social saturation, one can see why both intimacy and 


oe te 


romanticist concepts of the person were eroded by a e In the 
romantic period one could build a life around “true love,” or a “powerful 
passion.” With the advent of modernism, however, expressions of mys- 
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terious depths began a 06 dubious. The person as well-ordered 


machine, harbored no secret sectors of the psyche where uncontrollable 
urges reigned, Nowadays, to tell a romantic partner, “It is for your soul 

I thirst,” or “My passion is all-consuming,” might send him or her into 
quick retreat. For the modernists, “love” became a measurable quantity. 
Rather than allowing it to remain deep, spontaneous, and mysterious, 
scientists redefined love variously as “a state of arousal labeled according 

to cultural rules,” a form of “addiction,” or a “culturally channeled sex 
drive. 2 Computer coupling services rapidly sprang up, offering to assess 
your personality” and locate a scientifically appropriate love-mate. Love 

by thunderbolt was replaced by questionnaire compatibility. 

And so it is that those seeking committed intimacy today enter such 
relationships with a vocabulary that is either suspicious (as in the case of 
romanticist discourse) or impoverished (in the case of modernist replace- 

æ ments). Committed d intimacy of the for-better- -or-for-worse-till-death-do- 
us-part variety iety has carried over from the romantic period, but if one has 
scant command of the “expressions “required for participation in such a 
relationship, and the terms that are available must be used with caution, 

- the traditional pattern can scarcely be achieved. Rob the culture of m 
expression of personhood and, its fabric of relatior of relationships begins to fra 

Yet it is not simply that the old vocabulary of commitment has nak 
eroded and discredited. Entering a relationship with a multiplicity of 
potentials, each a possible invalidation of the other, makes it enormously 
difficult to locate steady forms of relatedness. These difficulties are only 
intensified in the case of committed intimacy, for two important reasons. 
The first is related to the romanticist underpinnings of committed inti- 
macy. From the romanticist perspective, people possess core identities 

—t locked away in the inner depths. Indeed, for the romanticist it is only 
when two people touch at this level that we speak of “deep relationships.” 
True intimacy occurs when there is an “intertwining of souls,” “a spiritual 
communion,” or a mutual igniting of the passions. In the search for com- 
mitted intimacy the postmodern individual confronts a startling and dis- 
maying contrast between the search for an inner core of being and the 
scattered multiplicity of the populated self. Longing to locate the “inner 
depths” of the other, one finds only a shimmering array of evanescent 
surfaces. Where, in the shifting presentations of sensitivity and boldness, 


emotion and cool rationality, seriousness and frivolity, sophistication and 


cultivated mannerliness, impulsiveness and control, is one to locate a true 


and indelible spirit? 
One becomes similarly suspicious of oneself. If one is in continuous 
motion, always shuffling the cards of identity, it seems doubtful that the 
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other has really “found the core” of oneself. If one sees oneself as ma- 
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nipulative agent, or as simply expanding the richness of one’s capacities, 

then one questions, an the other truly know mer And if one plays 


but a limited set of ut a limited set of cards—continuously attempting to create the image 


of a ‘true center,” the inner voices stifled by the play soon begin to 


murmur their message of disingenuousness: “This is sham, a lure, mere b- 

bait for commitment.” al 
a Wile ho : re 2 Y 
A second barrier to committed intimacy stems from the central place Z 


of evaluative criteria in such relationships. If one is simply “playing ga 
around,” it is not so important to make critical judgments of the other. h 


So what if he or she is a little self-centered, crude, or overly ambitious? 
The relationship is only for fun, not for keeps. But when it is not “just 
for fun,” when one thinks of long-term, in-depth commitment, then each 
of these shortcomings deserves attention. “How long can I live with these 


tendencies? Can I change those annoying habits? Won't I grow tired of 
this?” are all significant questions. One pays the tae of spl Popa z 


aE of judgmental e WHT EE ‘to be,” one 
finds another voice within that is scornful. This same multiplicity in eval- 
uative criteria affects one's perception of others. “Can he or she resonate,” 
one asks, “with my sensitivities . . . with my boldness . . . with my emo- 
tional capacities... with my calculating self... with my serious- 
ness... with my frivolity . . .” and onward. Each aspect of self raises 
new hurdles of acceptability for the other. The likelihood of a fully suc- 
cessful leap, at least for anyone of human scale, is small. small. And the result 
is an inevitable leadenness of “just settling,” "compromising for the sake 
of a commitment in name alone. n 
Beset with doubts in self and_other, one may find that attempts at 


commitment seem aggravating. In any commitment may lurk a multitude 

of small deaths. And it is at this point that the technologies of social 
saturation again begin to churn. In earlier times one’s range of available GA 
mates was geographically circumscribed. Sociologists found a high prob- 

ability that one would marry someone living nearby; “geographic propin- 

quity” was the best predictor of marriage. Yet the technologies of social 
saturation dramatically alter the concept of “nearby.” One’s neighbor- 

hood spreads from uptown to downtown, from across town to the suburbs, 


from city to city, and at times across continents. Even with the smallest 
amount of mobility, one is forever on the verge of “new prospects.” And 
each new face may underscore the inevitable evitable shortcomings of one’s current 
companion, haunting one with doubts and issuing subtle and issuing subtle invitations to 
yet another Valhalla Valhalla of committed intimacy. 
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F att Drar i “Why Not Trake One-Eighth of Me?” 
Select single wim, 38, 6', 160 lbs, good-looking, hung, safe. Seek trim, 


E ey * . 5 . Le 
fun-loving couple, 30-45, for hot times and friendship. Am warm, con- 
siderate, ae I travel all over the U.S. and Canada, and can also 


entertain in my N.Y. apt. — Personal, Odyssey Magazine 


In the early 1970s Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris became 
one of the most widely discussed films of the decade. Its success resulted 
not only from Marlon Brando's consummate performance, and the torrid 
sexual interplay between thea he aging Brando and the younger -Maria Schnei- 


der. The dramatic narrative was equally absorbing—a relationship be- 


— m a 


tween two total strangers, mismatched by virtually all traditional 
standards, intense beyond propriety, and yet wholly confined to their 
occasional meetings with s within the walls of a single apartment. The climax of 
the film occurred when the relationship broke the boundary of the plaster_ 
enclosure. With images of the tango hall still reverberating, Schneider 
repels Brando’s amorous approach by shooting him to death. With the 

É postmodern turn, the stuff of drama becomes the staff of life. Contained 

i 


and partial relationships—vital within their circumscribed domains, and 


moribund beyond—became modal. 

? The postmodern sensibility questions the concept of a “true” or “basic” 
self, and the concomitant need for personal coherence or consistency. 
~ Why, the postmodern asks,, must one be bound by any traditional marker 
of identity—profession, gender, ethnicity, nationality, and so on? Lib- 

rated from the traditional demands for coherence, the postmodern is is 
undaunted by such charges as “spineless,” “plastic,” “wishy-washy,” and 
the like. Indeed, to use any of these traditional epithets begins to smack 
of narrow parochialism. 

Most important for the present analysis, the disappearance of “true 
self” encourages one to search for the kinds of persons or situations that 
will enable the various actors in one’s ensemble to play their parts, One 
requires a supporting cast for the Hamlet, Hemingway, and Hank Wil- 
liams within, or the emerging Juliet, Jackie O., or Jane Fonda. For the 
postmodern, social complicity and identity walk hand in hand; without 

p others there is no self. In effect, with the disappearance of true self, the 
stage is set for the fractional relationship, a relationship built around a 
limited aspect of one’s being. 

The same technology that favors the populating of the self also facilitates 
the development of partial relationships. National magazines, television, 
mass mailings, and the like inform the individual about the telephone, 


postal, and electronic services whereby one may locate paaa prepared 
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to play their proper but partial roles. Auto, rail, and air services then 
~ bring the cast together for the play’s limited engagement. Thousands 
converge on Marbella, Southern Pines, or Phoenix to meet their golf 
mates; on cruise ships to the Caribbean to find passing intimates,on the 
Club Meds of the world to revel with strangers; on Caracas, Paris, or 
Maui to meet at conferences with vith those sharing religious beliefs, political 
opinions, professional interests, or therapeutic techniques. People tra- 
verse long distances to explore their mutual investments in everything 


from antique autos to Zen meditation. (In one sublime moment I recently 
spied an announcement for meetings of the International Society for the 
Study of Human Ideas on Ultimate Reality and Meaning.) 

Yet most of these encounters are held separate from the remainder of 
one’s existence. Indeed, their attraction is often based on their very 
limitations. Such relationships don’t require full expression of self; one is 
free to express a delimited aspect without responsibility to the remainder, 
to coherence or consistency. One needn't worry that “this is only a mis- 
leading token of who I am,” for in the context only a partial, provisional — 
self counts. One needn't be concerned that “it’s only superficial,” because 
in the circumstance the partial is profound. Under these circumstances, 
the prospects of an expanded relationship, long hours shared exploring 
life’s facets, would likely send the participants into recoil. Thus one hears, 
“I love to play bridge with him, but otherwise he’s a bore.” “He’s the 
greatest at parties, but he’s totally incapable of serious conversation,” or 
“We share our deepest feelings in these workshops, but I would hate to 
have him around for a weekend.” When the relational show is over, it is 


— a 


a 


time for all to exit. 
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Lae The family a as an os perhaps suffers most from the fractionalism 


of relationships. By the late fineteenth century, the family as an enduring 


unit of significant interdependencies was already in disrepair, With the 
industrial revolution, and the concomitant departure of the father (along 
with adolescent sons) from the farm or r cottage industry to a remote work- 


place, the family suffered a sea change. Modernism also inflicted its toll. 


ee 


From the modernist standpoint, the person requires careful molding, 
“much like a machine ke a machine product. While the family was to serve as the major 


vehicle for personality production, its capacities were limited; it was con- 


sidered unsystematic and untrustworthy as a source of f influence. The 
individual could be shaped for a far more productive life if specialized 
skills and dispositions could be instilled. Thus within the modernist era 
a multitude of shaping programs became popular—school athletic teams, 
Boy Scouts, the YWCA, the 4-H Club, teen cotillions, summer camps. 
In each case the young were removed from the family, and interdepen- 


dency diminished. In addition, since personal problems were perceived 
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“Just go home and change, Worthington, and spare me 
any more talk about postmodernism.” 
Drawing by C. Barsotti; © 1990 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc. 


as “machine failures” requiring repair by a well-trained mechanic, psy- 
chiatrists, psychologists, school counselors, social workers, and other 
mental-health professionals became popular. As people began pouring 
their secret longings and deep anguish into the ears of professionals, it 
no longer seemed necessary (or even desirable) to do so at home. Per- 
sonally significant relationships were (and continue to be) developed with 
the professional—usually far warmer and more tolerant than those with 
spouses or siblings. Often one’s most intense feelings and exciting self- 
insights are “saved” for the therapeutic hour. The professional can main- 
tain dozens of such relationships simultaneously; however, the client's 
family is deprived of its traditional function. 

— As the technology of saturation becomes more effective, the range of 
fractional relationships further dissipates family functions. Day care fur- 
nishes partial mothers, big brother programs furnish sibling companion- 
ship, latchkey mothers are available while parents work, party lines give 
teenagers hours of engaging talk with strangers, crisis centers provide 
round-the-clock assistance to those in personal turmoil, rape hotlines 
provide instant advice in times of need, reproduction hotlines give advice 
on birth control, televised advertisements help people to reach others 
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hd k clock for personal warmth, and national clubs furnish support 
to those troubled by alcoholism, drugs, runaway children, and alternative 
life-styles. There are support groups for adult children of alcoholics; for 
those abused as children; for those troubled by their gambling; for those 
smothered in debt; for those bothered by their eating habits; and for those 
who feel tormented by their sexuality. In each case virtual strangers 


provide a personal service, often an emotionally significant one, matched 


Oa particular facet of one’s being.* At the same time, dependency on f 
family members diminishes—which is only appropriate, because they are 
seldom at home. 

Most unsettling to many is the invasion of the fractional relationship 
into the arena of sexual intimacy. Again, traditionally the family was to 
serve as the major (if not exclusive) domain of sexual intimacy. Even the 
unmarried sought an exclusionary relationship in which one’s partner 
fulfilled all needs and desires. Crooners sang of “getting to know you” 
and not “a side of you,” “I love you truly” rather than “I love part of you 
with part of me,” and “why not take all of me” and not “one-eighth of 

” The postmodern turn considerably alters the landscape. There are 
swingers clubs.in most major American cities, allowing couples sexual 
intimacies with new partners as often as they please. For those unable 
to join a club, there are national newspapers, magazines, and hotlines in 
which couples list their geographic availability and range of exotic desires. 
For those not wishing to risk personal contact, videotapes may be swapped 


-so that « couples may watch each other in intimate pursuits. Phone services 
allow lengthy erotic conversations with either male or female partners; 
so specialized are such services that specific numbers may be called for 
slavery, masochism, bisexuality, transsexualism, and so on, and in tribute 
to the technology of saturation, the services can be billed by phone to 
the client's credit card. Again, all such relationships are limited in scope; 


they exist as an expression of one important aspect of self; and functions 


previously assigned to enduring and exclusive relationships are lost. 
/Many are dismay ed by the current state of events. It is painful to find 


dhe old rituals of relationship—deep and enduring friendships, committed 


intimacy, and the nuclear family—coming apart by the “seems.” Conti- 

nuity is replaced by contingency, unity by fragmentation, and authenticity 

by artfulness. Yet there is no obvious means of return at hand. Our 
consciousness of Toss does not mean that we can now decide to escape 
the technologies of “progress.” Nor, among the young, who are less aware 
of “the good old days,” would such a return be desirable. When one 
grows up postmodern, “Main Street is just about all right.” So, even 
though the emerging array of fractional relationships hastens the destruc- 
tion of the traditions, the contemporary functions of these relationships 
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And for most people, even fractional relationships are vastly better than 
no relationships at all. 
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We should help our students . . . (a) aan how to develop intense and 


deep human relationships quickly—and learn how to “let go.” 
(2) Learn how to enter groups and leave them. 
Warren G. Bennis and Philip E. Slater, The Temporary Society 


¢ As we have seen, social saturation and self-population throw traditions 
— into disarray; committed forms of relationship become antiquated, and a 
__..__ multiplicity of partial _relationships is favored. Yet ironically, the post-_— 

_ modern turn also favors the maintenance of traditional forms. Extending 

the arguments of chapter 3, we find that the technology of saturation 

renders the traditions of relationship available to the culture as never 

before. Television, films, mass publications, and radio are among the 

chief sources of such exposure. On any given evening one may “drop 

into” a dozen or more forms of traditional re! al relationship. Within a relatively 

short period, one may savor an old- fashioned courtship, a collapsing mar- 

riage, the romance of young persons | from opposite sides of the track, 

family rivalry, father and son alliances, and so on. Asa result, one becomes 

acutely aware of “how it all goes.” Contemporary culture may be unique 

in the fact that the phrase “ “blah, blah, blah” serves as an informative 
description of a conversation. 

__ Halfa century ago a young woman might nurse a romantic novel during 
the week and escape into a filmed romance on the weekend. Many young 
men of the time remained ignorant of romantic forms of relationship yntil 
their twenties. In contrast, today’s adolescent may view as many as thirty 
such relationships a “a week during the average “television viewing hours 
alone. And this is to say nothing of the ; supermarket sale of romance __, 
novels, the millions who watch the daytime soaps, and the latest romance 
gossip in People magazine. So acute is the knowledge of such relational 
forms that within the briefest moments modern television dramas can 
successfully explicate the most complex relationships. The average scene 
in a show such as Dallas, replete with a multiplicity of interdependent 
plots, is approximately sixty seconds. So sophisticated is the audience at 
recognizing the various relational genres (romance, duplicity, family 
bonding}, that scene recognition (understanding what must have preceded 
and what is likely to follow) is almost instantaneous. To spell it out would 
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only be a bore. It is thus that all the moves in the varied rituals of romance 
are ready and available for postmodern adolescents. 
It is this sophistication in forms of relatedness that sets the stage for 
/ ersatz being, that is, the capacity for entering immediately into identities 
or relationships of widely varying forms. In ersatz being, the traditional 
forms are sustained; in the postmodern world, however, such forms may 
be ripped out of customary contexts and played out wherever time and 
circumstance permit. Thus, old-fashioned romance is not lost as a cultural 
form; unlike the past, however, there are few dictates as to when and 
where it is appropriate. No longer is it a matter primarily for unmarried 
young adults. It may be played out with but minimal cues from the age 
of eight to eighty, and between persons of varying age and economic, 
ethnic, and marital status. And so it is that one can immediately step into 
a family and play the part of an older brother or sister, give sympathetic 
and knowing advice at a crisis center, become a surrogate mother, offer 
therapy in a support group, or moan erotically to paying customers at the 
other end of a phone. And we find increasingly such events as an article 


in a London art magazine on “how to be Andy Warhol! and an Elvis 


Presley impersonation. convention in Roseworth, Idaho, drawiie partic- 
ipants from Italy and Australia. We confront each other increasingly as 
an array of hair-trigger potentials. 
* Two playgrounds for ersatz being are worthy of special attention, the 
first on a personal level and the second on a societal one, In the former 
case, consider the traditional concept of “the career.” For both roman- 
ticists and modernists the career was considered a unified or singular 
endeavor. That is, one’s life could properly be built around a particular 
goal or endpoint. For the romanticist the endeavor was often fraught with 
mystery and laced with value. One might speak of “having a calling,” of 
aspiring to greatness, having the courage to persevere, or being inspired. 
Under modernism such language was largely replaced by a more func- 
tional conception of career. Persons had particular functions to fulfill 
within the society, and educational institutions and families were to play 
the major role in shaping each person to specification. If doctors or teach- 
ers were needed, for example, institutions should be arranged to produce 
them. One could also speak of a career trajectory in which one showed 
steady progress toward some goal (usually economic). In both periods, 
however, to have a career was to have a singular and recognizable 
identity.° 

With the emergence of ersatz being, both romantic and modernist 


conceptions of career begin to recede. If one carries a multiplicity of 
potentials (having seen on television everything from taxi-driving, truck- 
ing, and drug-dealing to ranching, brokering, and doctoring) then almost 
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no profession seems alien, mystical, or closed. They are all open possi- 
bilities, at least in fantasy. Further, because no concept of fixed or deep 
identity anchors one’s choice, there is no powerful necessity to select one 
form of pursuit over another. And if identities are essentially forms of 
social construction, then one can be anything at any time so long as the 
P roles, costumes, and settings have been commodiously arranged. Thus, 
entertainers and astronauts can become politicians, athletes become 
movie stars, and scholars become entertainers with but a modicum of 
public suspicion of superficiality. The transitions are possible because 
such individuals were not, from the postmodern perspective, “basically” 
entertainers, athletes, or scholars at the outset. 
In_1986 alone over 10 million Americans switched their occupations. 
One increasingly meets persons like Nancy, an acquaintance who married 
and had four children, then, as they grew up, returned to college and 
became a drama teacher. Within a few years Nancy gave up teaching to 
become a fundraiser for a university, At the same time she began taking 
courses in brokering, and later gave up fundraising to become a stock- 
broker. Several years afterward she shed the broker role to take a job in 
_a philanthropic foundation. After some time in the position, she dropped 
it in favor of developing her own antique business. At the age of fifty, 
Nancy now travels the world in search of bargains for her thriving busi- 
ness, and is simultaneously in the process of developing a’bed-and-break- 
fast hotel and a lawn sculpture plant. “The career’ is simply unfolded like 
a bedouin tent—possibly to vanish with the dawn. : 


The possibility of ersatz being has also encouraged the development of 
Pame, 
Ge industries for identity production. Adult-education curricula, educational 


extension programs, technical schools, and home studies programs are 

by now unremarkable. More interesting is the mushrooming of personal 

packaging enterprises—organizations such as career-counseling firms, de- 

signed to construct one’s identity in ways that are marketable. In the 

romantic period, by contrast, one was endowed with certain natural gifts 

or talents (genius, leadership, a fine voice, a strapping body) and the 

+k essential problem was to locate a niche in which to flourish or contribute. 

For the modernist, the individual was largely a machine production; the 

~ central problem was to gauge the product at an early age and, again, to 

locate a context in which it could produce. This mentality prompted the 

2 9 S SLM * development of the various tests of skills and aptitudes, as a way to inform 

fz / the young of the most promising career choice. With postmodernism, 

however, there is little in the way of an “essential person” for whom a 

niche is to be sought. There are niches, but the person is a constructed 
category, someone to be created in the form of a résumé or references. R 

" This attitude now pervades both high schools and universities. Students 
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clamor for extracurricular activities, research assistantships, summer jobs, 
and the like not out of intrinsic interest (indeed the concept of “intrinsic” 


interest is virtually lost from view within modernism), but as the raw 
materials out of which applications and résumés can be constructed. For 
the more advanced, British bookstores now feature an elaborate series of 
Bluffers’ Guides. The volumes he volumes furnish the reader with a quick glimpse 
of “insider's knowledge” for such domains as philosophy, mathematics, 

the theater, feminist ideas, wine, and even bluffing itself. 

Of equal interest to the professional career is what Erving Goffman has 
called “the moral career. "6 As Goffman saw it, people are expected to 
pursue not only a professional career, but a social career as well, in which 
moral acceptability is the goal: They must appear to possess good char- 
acter. Yet the concept of good character as a mark of identity—something 
truly defining one's inner being, traits, or deepest dispositions—is be- 
coming an endangered species. Under postmodernism society comes to 
tolerate, if not anticipate, breaches in moral careers. No single act of 
deviance is “telling” of one’s personality, because there is no personality 
to be told about. One’s potentials are multiple, and circumstances being 
what they are, ersatz immorality is of no major consequence. John F. @ 
Kennedy dy could remain a hero even when White House assignations were- 
widely di: discussed, Ted Kennedy’ s political career was only inconvenienced 
by Chappaquiddick, and Richard Nixon could be resuscitated as a figure 
of national prominence after being forced from the presidency in igno- 
miny. There was little outrage when government officials such as Spiro 
Agnew, John Dean, Robert McFarlane, and Michael Deaver were found 
guilty of breaking laws. In the postmodern world, such events are no (4% 
longer indicators of “flawed character,” but of unfortunate _quirķs, mo- 
mentary slips in judgment, or complex situations. D A Z 

Ersatz being also has interesting ramifications at the societal level. Of E 2 
particular interest is the emergence of the ersatz social movement. EI x 
Through broad media exposure to various forms of social protest, we Meee, 
incorporate the know-how for membership in movements working for Ne 
change. We know what it is to march for a cause, to be lost in the throes 
of “true belief,” to create public havoc, and even to suffer beating and 
arrest. All of these “moves within the game” are within the repertoire of k 

O 


most members of the culture. Only the appropriate social conditions are 


necessary for the potential to be realized. The technologies of social sat- at 


uration—telephones, news media, and copy services—enable millions of (0 (2 
potential activists to be contacted quickly. Chinese students at Tiananmen n 
Square, for example, used telephones, fax machines, and laptop com- 5 joe 


puters to organize their protests, and video cameras and satellite relays B Cae 


to garner the immediate support of the international community. A new 
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profession has sprung into being whose particular expertise is in creating 
social movements. Whether the nature of the cause is important to the `œ 
success of such efforts remains unclear. It might well be argued that with 
effective media preparation, virtually any issue could be elevated to the 
@ level of public outcry. The streets, parks, and stadiums of any city may 
be filled at any time with chanting and exuberant demonstrators. Vocal 
opinion may be rendered instantly on nuclear disarmament, suffering 
farmers, AIDS victims, Nazism, environmental protection, homosexuals, 
Central America, Supreme Court nominations, nuclear energy, apartheid, 
abortion, housing. . 
To note the rapidity with which such movements are created is not to 
__ discredit the significance of the movements or the immediate commitment 
of the participants. The Live Aid concert of 1985 elicited support from 
millions of young people all over the United States and Europe, and 
generated millions of dollars for starving Ethiopians. A month before the 
concert, it is safe to say, only a small percent of the population was aware 
of famine in Ethiopia; one may doubt whether many had even heard of 
the country. And indeed, within weeks after the concert, Ethiopia dis- 
appeared into insignificance once again. Even if Live Aid was an im- 
vy mediate, one-time event, however, one should not doubt the emotional 
GZ involvement of the participants. In the postmodern view, social outcry is 
not a matter of internal belief, basic morality, or deep-seated feelings; it 
is simply another form of performance, The question should not be 
a“ whether the feelings are superficial or deep, but whether conditions favor 
n the ritual of long-term commitment. A youth may jom a march because 
its a beautiful afternoon to be in the sun with his companions. If he is 
clubbed by the police for “no apparent reason,” there are few options 
open in the ritual other than active resistance. If active resistance leads 
then to “more police abuse,” a committed terrorist may be in the making. 
One knows how to do commitment; if it becomes the appropriate move 
in the dance of political protest it can scarcely be avoided. 
LEU 9 pelotieans 
At this point in the analysisPuaily rélations in the postmodern world 
seem highly problematic. Deep relations becomes an endangered species, 
the individual is fragmented over an array ‘of pa partial and circumscribed 
relationships, and life is lived out as a series of incoherent posturings. As 
the constructed character of ersatz identities becomes increasingly evi- 
dent, the self loses its credibility to both actor and audience. Daily life 
seems transformed into a game of superficial shamming, a scherzo of 
triviality. Yet, we must ask, is this a necessary conclusion? Is there any 
means of forestalling such a dolorous outlook on our condition? Perhaps. 


6 It should be apparent Ar now that this analysis, too, is constructed from 
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the available shards of intelligibility washed up by cultural history. Such 
“terms as “incoherent,” “superficial,” and “sham” gain their critical edge 
primarily from longstanding traditions of speech. Most immediately, they 
owe their rhetorical force to those aspects of romanticism and modernism 
that viewed persons as having fixed and substantial identities, and ideal _ 
relationships as a bonding of individual unities. Can we locate another 
form of analysis, one that may reconstruct these conditions in a more 
promising way and open new vistas for future action? The last chapter of 
this book will confront this question directly. In preparation, however, 


ee a SD 
¢ it is important to pass through the gates of the carnival. 


es 


INVITATION TO THE CARNIVAL 


Diogenes was the first to recognize the danger embodied in . . . the ar- 
tificial psychosis of “absolute knowledge? . . . and that the grandiose 
earnestness of idealistic discourse . . . stifles itself with its “cares,” its 


“will to power,” and its enemies, “with whom one cannot fool around.” 
—Peter Sloterdijk, Critique of Cynical Reason 


Let us recall the analysis of language as outlined in chapter 4. We found 
that the traditional assumption that language can furnish us with maps or (2 
pictures of reality proves unintelligible. Truth as a correspondence be- 
tween word and world lapses into nonsense. This is not to say, however, 
that all tellings are “false” or “mythological” either, for both of these 
concepts presuppose a possible condition of truth against which false or 
mythological statements could be compared. Rather, the entire concept 
of true and false, with respect to linguistic propositions, stands to be 
abandoned (or to be reconceptualized in some way other than its tradi- 
tional form). Wed ¢ cr oh JSav4secl Ves Fa xfce 
The same analysis may be made of our self-identifying actions. We have 
traditionally believed that our words and actions occur on the surface of 
the self, while the true reality of being lies beneath the surface. The 
surface may thus stand in a relationship of true or false to the underlying 
reality of self. But if this account of human action proves as unwieldy as \e$ 
the account of propositional truth (as the preceding chapters argue), then peer 
we may abandon the presumption that people's actions can authentically / 
represent what they truly are. Terms such as sham and pretense in their 
traditional sense simply don't apply. a oie C S 
As many drawn by postmodern arguments conclude, however, it is bi of 
insufficient to close off discourse at the loss of truth in language. Life goes g gO se 
on; we continue to talk; can we not go beyond cynicism in our attitude 
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toward language? The answer to this question impinges, in turn, on our 
view of self and relations. Even if there is no inner self to which our 

A actions should be true, life goes on; we continue to act. Is cynicism a 
necessary reaction to the loss of authenticity? 

Certainly, cynicism is a tempting brew, clouding one’s brain with the 
raptures of self-contented superiority. However, it is also a debilitating 
elixir, rendering one inactive and alienated. To avoid such an end, certain 
scholars speak of such reactions as “jubilation which results from new 
rules of the game” and an “emancipatory indulgence in irony.” One is 
invited to “play the dandy,” “let the signifiers frolic,” and “piss against 
the wind.” Although the shadings differ, the various options share a strong 
ludic component: each invites one to reconceptualize language as a form 
of play. Yes, we continue to speak, to act as if our language tells the truth, 
and to furnish “authoritative insights,” but we need not take such activities 
seriously. We needn't credit such linguistic activities with profundity, 
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imbue them with deep significance, or set out to alter the world on their 
account. Rather, we might play with the truths of the day, shake them 
about, try them on like funny hats. Serious concerns are left at the carnival 7 
ate. 


This attitude toward “true tellings” has a strong supporting rationale. 


Many of our major problems in society result from taking seriously such 
{D terms as reality, authenticity, true, worthwhile, superior, essential, valid, 
ideal, correct, and the like. None of these otherwise awesome distinctions 
possesses transcendent foundations; they are all constructions of particular 
language communities, used for pragmatic purposes at a particular mo- 
ment in history. Yet when these traditional shibboleths are put into serious 
practice, they begin to establish divisions, hierarchies, insidious separa- 
tions, oppression, and indeed mass liquidation. Every “reality” makes a 
fool of those who do not participate; every “valid” and “true” proposition 
creates a class of the deluded who do not share that language. For every 
“superior” position, those deemed “inferior are pressed into silence. As 
Lyotard says, “The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have given us as 
much terror as we can take. We have paid a high enough price for the 
nostalgia of the whole and the one, for the reconciliation of the concept 
and the sensible, of the transparent and the communicable experience.”* 
Within the academie sphere, this line of reasoning now breeds fasci- 
nating new forms of scholarship. For the postmodern scholar all traditional 
forms of writing are suspect. Such writings purport to give objectively 
accurate accounts of what is the case. But in doing so they are but vain 
and possibly dangerous posturings. Precisely when the prose begs to be 
taken seriously one should resist, for it is at this point that new blinders 
are fastened to the sensibilities, and alternative voices are removed to 
the margins of awareness. The postmodern invitation is to play with the 
traditional forms. Avoid “saying it straight,” using linear logic, and forming 
smooth, progressive narratives. One example of this new scholarly genre 
is worth quoting at length, not only because of its lively power, but 
because it nicely illustrates the various themes of doubt, self-reflection, 
and social construction that pervade postmodernism more generally. Con- 
uar ibe Sanuk: : A professor of anthropology at Rice University, Stephen 
Tyler, “is asked to address a farge gathering gathering of scholars on the subject of 
anthropological research. They anticipate a coherent, suitably cautious, 
and nd rationally justified set of arguments—the standard expected of a high- 
ranking scholar. They are both shocked and mystified as Tyler begins: 


I'm of two minds about this, . . . Peras and aperion, boundary and the bound- 


-— 


less, the unmoved one ma the moving continuum, Apollo and Diony- 


sus. . . . Peras in my Platonist mind—left hemisphere probably—the mind 
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as a book, the ur-form of the scribal hand, the capability of taking in hand, 
of out-of-hand-capability, emancipation (e-man-kap-), the hand that manip- 


~ ulates, a discipline of formulation that overcomes resistant material and en- 


genders a contemplative attitude of craftsmanship, a passionate attention that 
assembles particulars and joins life and experience in an act of production/ 
reproduction/creativity, a conceit that we call the concept (con-kap-) and thus 
—note the role of Eros in the sexual act of conceiving the concept, the perfection 
of form, the nous, the fixed entity of the idea, the achieved whole of the 
inner psyche that makes the integrity of the private mind and repeats itself 
in the solitude of the book, in the trance-like stasis of reading and writing. 
.. my other mind . . . is Herculean, the mind of the word-processor/ 
computer. . . . No craftsman’s care here, no guiding hand, just a monkey- 
fingered poke ata Key-mon-key-and the data base scrolls up before my eyes, 
the automatic outliner orders my thoughts into the algorithms of logic and 
procedures, and replaces the steadiness of contemplative formulation with 
an excess of dynamic possibilities, turning my private solitude into the public 
network, destroying my authorship by making a totalized textuality in which 


the text is only ancillary . . . yet i internalize it as calculative power, ¥otal 


manipulative control, abundant resource, speed, complete management of 


instantaneous processes as i zap from one frame to another or from text to 


picture, split screen, cursor through the menu, unwind dynamic sequences _ 
of images, rotating them, adding and deleting components, free-styling, flam- 

ing from one formulaic phrase to another, hypnotized by the phosphorescent 
slog. ob moine Sinbo E T intl ... i have the instantaneous 
and total knowledge of god and am ONE with the movement of 
thought. ».. TAM THE MOVING MATRIX!!9 


To be sure, there is a significant and coherent communication embed- 
ded within these introductory remarks, one that could be put into rec- 
ognizable scholarly form. Tyler is distinguishing between two orientations | 
toward scholarly writing itsel/—the one Platonic, craftsmanlike, and 
seemingly pure in its logic (modern in cast), and the other a spontaneous, 
rough-and-tumble frolic with language (leaning toward the postmodern). 
The first issues from a noble tradition of letters, the latter is a mongrel 
by-product of the personal computer. The very style in which the text is 
formed favors the latter; the rambunctious rambling itself serves as a 
critique of the noble tradition of letters. Further, by favoring a dream- 
world of associated phrases over linear logic, Tyler adds a range of rich 
laminations to the otherwise simple distinction. He brings to attention, 
for example, the goal of emancipation traditionally undergirding the for- 


mer tradition, while simultaneously revealing its possible basis in conceit 
basis in conceit__ 


and erotic desire (with a self-gratifying end). At the same time, the favored 
palatable 


ed 
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orientation is given a self-reflexive tweak, as Tyler variously alludes to it 
as a primate’s activity in which one banality is heaped upon another. By 
unseating the traditional form of writing, then, Tyler achieves a far more 
evocative and multihued account than the honored tradition would other- 
wise allow. And, in adopting a bumptious and self-mocking style, he also 
invites the audience to view the message itself as a form of jest. 

This generalized jocosity reverberates through many traditionally se- 
rious professions. It first became evident in the pop artist’s celebration 
of schloek. Considér, for example, Roy Lichtenstein s exaggerations of- gerations of 

~ the comie strip, or Red Grooms, who invites the museum patron into a 
life-size mockup of a subway car, complete with graffiti, ghetto blasters, 
and grotesques of the common folk—including a flasher. Duane Hanson’s 


statues depict lifelike museum guards and cleaning women; seeing suc 


e—a a — —— e —- 


forms in museums, people frequently mistake them for real. Hanson is 
asking the patron to stop viewing art as either a mystical message from 
the artist's interior (the romantic view) or a presentation of the essentials 
of form (the modern view). Rather, we are told, the artist is part prankster, 
so relax and enjoy. (In the Philadelphia Academy of Fine Arts, one patron 
was so inspired by the invitation that for hours she adopted a frozen 


posture before a painting, giving other patrons the impression that she 


was a Hanson—life imitating art imitating life.) One locates the ludic 


—— = ~~ a ae 


component as well in much postmodern architecture. In many structures 


one finds the grandiose (romantic) and austere (modern) facades of the 
past now d decorated in bright hues of pink, blue, and fuehsia. 


Popular | ar culture also shows are also shows many signs signs of entry to the carnival. C to the carnival. Contrast 


the cinematic humor of the moder modernist era with that of today. In today. In earlier 
times, humor often represented a force of good in the service of eradicating 
conventional evi]. Thus, when comics such as Charlie Chaplin, Max Sen- 
net, or Laurel and Hardy poked fun at others, their target was typically 
“the other, ’ They were not the “good folks like us,” but despots, egoists, 
the haughty, ogame, tic mean, and the stingy. Comedy thus acted as % 
a moral force, distinguishing between essentially good and evil persons. 
With postmodernism, the elarity in moral delineation begins to disappear. 
Early examples are furnished by the Beatles’ films, which unceremoni- 
ously aped almost every traditional institution they touched. Monty Py- 
thon's Flying Circus and a series of film spinoffs (The Meaning of Life, 
Life of Brian) extended the spirit of generalized satire. The popularity of 
such television shows as Laugh-In, Saturday Night Live, and Not Nec- 
essarily the News can largely be attributed to their irreverent spoofing of +- 
the traditionally sacrosanct. The same broad burlesque now characterizes 


the typical routine in the ra rapidly “expanding number of comedy elubs. 
There is virtually no institution, office, or person remaining to claim 
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A security guard, or Duane Hanson's Security Guard: life or art, or is there a significant 
difference? 
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transcendent probity, superior virtue in a culture of the vile. The major 
y difference between modernist comedy and postmodern is that we are all 
SS ee 


now “the other.” thy CF ~y tél ad Lal 
It is also in comedy that the implications of the carnival for the problem al 


‘ 


of self become most fully apparent. For as contemporary comedy warns, C7" 

all actions are subject to satire from some perspective. All our enpa zeg 

to do good works, to achieve, to improve, and to be responsible can be cay 7 2 

punctured with wit. The postmodern invitation is thus to carry the weet ALA) 

on one’s shoulders—to always be ready to step out of “serious character” aA 4 Z 

and locate its pretensions, ons, to parody or ape oneself pe oneself. Life itself may become, 2% Ti 
7 aform 0 of play, in which one transforms ventures into adventures, purpose ere. 


r 
into ) perforn nance, and desire into drama. ° Culture seems a carnival with ~” fA 


e é 
a never- yag array of sideshows. It is in this way that we shall avoid fe ey A 
the confining qualities of singular and ingurgitating realities. It is also in ype ` 
this way that we stand maximally open to the multiplicity of surrounding wel 


voices. For there is no need to defend one’s reigning reality against the at 


disagreeable clamor from without, to “persecute the infidels.” Their real- 
ities, one sees, also possess an internal validity, and one may even be 
enriched by playing within their tents. And should one’s preferred play- 
ings bring cries of pain from those outside one’s tent, cries that may 
indeed be attributed to the playings themselves, one is optimally situated 
both to listen and to refashion. If one’s business brings forth environ- 
mentalist animosity, one’s club is attacked for its sexism, or one’s actions 
are branded aggressive and exploitative, one need not be thrust into a 
defensive posture. If business, club life, and individual personality are 
all but sideshows at the carnival, then one may more easily modify their 
contours in light of their destructive effects on other realities. 


TOWARD SERIOUS PLAY 


This playfulness is the product of [the] shared ability to appreciate the 
power of redescribing, the power of language to make new and different 
things possible and important—an appreciation which becomes possible 
only when one’s aim becomes an expanding repertoire of alternative de- 


scriptions rather than The One e Right Description. 
Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity 


An atmosphere of ironic drollery thus pervades postmodern conscious- 
SSS eee place. In particular, to unleash 
a culture of jesters and dandies seems both delimited and demeaning. It 
is delimited because it dramatically reduces the range of human activities 
5 hich one can satisfyingly participate. Ifall serious projects are reduced 
‘Culture € Seems X Cormival wit 
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Qo satire, and one can only oii generate nonsense, or turn rituals into 
_riot, then to be “serious” is self-deluding. All attempts at authenticity or 
earnest ends become empty—merely postures to be punctured by so- 
phisticated self-consciousness. Yet, if there is nothing left to us but satire, 
we may be escaping one rut merely to tumble headlong into another, 

even if a merry one. 
This outcome was brought home to me in a recent luncheon discussion. 
Around the table were a number of scholars drawn to various parts of the 
# postmodern dialogue and anxious to pursue their broader implications. 
However, one of he participants was not only thinking about the topic; 
he was, like Stephen Tyler in the remarks quoted earlier, “living it.” For 
him, every logically coherent proposal put forward by his companions ` 
was but a new toy. Each was a target for puns, wordplay, or ironic 
caricature. For a time the deconstructive antics were enjoyed by all. But 
slowly, as the luncheon bore on, it became clear that no “serious discus- 
sion” was possible. This customary form of pursuit, while fulfilling to 
many scholars, was “out of bounds.” To underscore the postmodern di- 
lemma most poignantly, it became apparent that should all participants 
“go postmodern’ in this way, we would be reduced to an empty silence. 
The postmodern player exists, after all, in a symbiotic relationship with 
“serious culture.” Without others to play the part of foolish fools, there 
are no opportunities for the heroic one, 

+ It isalso the derisive undertone of postmodern playfulness that many _ 
—_ find objectionable. When all other projects are reduced to play, such- 
projects are also demeaned. It is easy enough to join in the deconstruction 
of various forms of zealous puffery, to leave intellectual opponents stam- 

- mering for justification, and to deride the transparent silliness of bourgeois _ 

CLA culture. However, let us consider an alternative range of cultural con- 
cerns. How are we to respond, for example, to the death of a child, life 
in a cancer ward, crack houses in D.C., the condition of South African 
blacks, or the Holocaust? Does one wish in these instances to simply let _ 
the signifiers frolic and_go piss in the wind? Even the most jaded post- 
modern would stop short of such a conclusion. Is some form of compromise 
possible, between the desire on the one hand to abandon the destructive 
potential of romanticist and modernist discourses, and on the other, to 
stop short of mirth turned sour? 

Perhaps. For there is a forgotten theme in the melody of postmodern 
_play: the theme of social interdependence. To play is admirable, but play N 

that is simply deconstructive doesn’t recognize the possible interconnec- 

tions among us all. The ironic deconstruction of all meaningful discourse 


(and its related patterns of action) destroys the webs of interdependence 


on which social life so fragilely hangs. Such a stance is like a Pac-Man of 
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social pattern, gobbling all that stands in its path. One feminist critic of 
the Stephen Tyler presentation quoted above likens unadulterated de- 
constructive play to macho masturbation. Itis, she suggests, a celebration 
of self-serving autonomy. Compare Tyler's earlier passage with an excerpt 
from her critieal rejoinder. In this performance paper a feminist Medusa 


is conversing with Post-Modern Man: 


Mebusa: Who are they trying to scare off? Full of Power and Manip- 
ulative Control, Abundant Resources, Speed, Complete Manage- 
ment. The New Army, complete with portable Zenises. Pulling the 
rug out from under the OLD GUARD. (Didn't we all want to run 
out of the stands and CHEER!!!?) Down with the OLD ORDER. . . 
Foundations, split into Gravity's Rainbow/Rules shredded ribbons 
adorning the May POLE, wavering in the Breeze of breathtaking 
words/ABSOLUTE-ly nothinged by the shock-ing PM troops/Wreak- | 

Y ing CON-SENSE with NON-SENSE, PARADING, PANDERING, 
C PARADOXING, PLAYING. What fun . . . London Bridge Is Falling 
Down. (DE-CONSTRUCTED) My Fair Lady. Where can we jump 
g in? Shall we form a circle? Can we dance around the fire? the Pole? 
\ N) the falling bridges? Give us a hand? Give us a hand? Give us a 
k, y hand... 
PM Maw: (All they ever want are hand-outs . . . Give ‘em an inch 
y 


they'll take a mile. How many inches do they think weve got?) 


Besides can’t you see we've got play to do? It’s not easy just going 
off to play each day you know. It takes practice and dedication and 
grace. It’s not something that you can just join in like that. We've 
got our ways. Can't you see youll just muck it up? We're in the 
wrecking business. What busines is that of yours? “You make, we 
__ break”: We can write it on the truck. Next thing youll want us to _ 
settle down and play house. We've got to be movin’ on. It’s part of 
the code. Besides, John Wayne doesn't talk to girls, so adios. “Don't 
call us, we'll call you.” . . . Thats another thing. We don’t make 
promises. Just another word for COMMITMENT (the really big C- 
word, the one that gets you behind bars, and I don’t mean mixing 


martinis). 

Mepbusa: Mick Jagger has a kid, maybe two. 

PM Man: Babies are phallic. If you need one, get one. 

Mebusa: But your phallus doesn’t need bread. 

PM Man: Let ‘em eat cake, as good ol’ Marie put it. She had a feel 
for our rap. French of course . . . Post-modern life is, as Deleuze 
sez, nomadic. We are all homeless wanderers on the featureless, 
post-industrial steppe, tentless nomads, home packed up . . . Baby, 
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the revolution has just begun. I mean the trashing is in dis-progress. 
Garbage cans full of rotten fruit, it is child’s play. Disciplines to 


dismantle/Methods to maul/Truth to trample/Origins to emascu- 
late .. . We re a-dispersing . . . 

MEDUSA: It’s gonna be mighty COLD out there. . 

PM Man: Do you read me??. . . Do you read me? l 

MeEpuUsa: Youre fading, Major Tom. 

SILENCE” 


But if we agree on the undesirability of full-scale deconstruction, and 
on the necessity of interdependence, what then follows? At this point we 
may begin to envision the possibility of serious play. Gregory Bateson 
develops the following interchange between two avid conversationalists: 


DAUGHTER: Daddy, are these conversations serious? 

FATHER: Certainly they are. 

DAUGHTER: They're not a sort of game that you play with me? 

FATHER: God forbid . . . but they are a sort of game that we play 
together. 

DAUGHTER: Then they're not serious." 


We engage in serious play when we enter into various relational forms— 
including linguistic constructions and associated actions—while at the 


same time treating the forms as.contingent or contextually bounded. This 
means honoring the existing endeavors of human communities as pos- 


sessing an internal validity for the participants, but acknowledging that 
their validity lies wholly within their particular spheres. More concretely, 


: C a ek cg 
ø one is invited £o give oneself to the existing life-forms of various com- 


munities—to the rituals of parenthood, romance, friendship, religion, 
science, and the like. However, it_also means sustaining the right of 
withdrawal, of throwing into relief one’s participation by casting it in 
alternative frames. The postmodern emphasis on multiplicity, social con- 
struction, and self-reflexivity are not lost in the process of serious play; 
they remain ever-present reminders of the relative character of momen- 
tary commitments. But within the purview of serious play, commitments 
of a kind are possible. In the woréls of the French theorist Julia Kristeva, 
“This discovery . . . that I myself at the deepest levels of my wants and 
desires am unsure, centerless, and divided . . . does not eliminate my 
capacities for commitment and trust but ae them literally and in no 
o other way playable (in the sense that a piece of music is playable).”’ 
\ N Two metaphors give further dimension to the concept of serious i. 
w 


First, on ~ First, on the concrete level, consider the athletic contest as paradigmatic. 
——————— ee 
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# Football, basketball, and baseball are all cultural contrivances. They are 
~ based on rutes of human construction, and they are particular to certain 

cultures at certain times. Further, such games are preeminently social; 

one cannot play them alone. Finally, if one is to join in the social activity 

of the game, one must play by the rules. All this being so, when one is 

playing the game it becomes “all there is.” Winning can furnish moments 


of great jubilation, and losing may rob Mudville of all joy. Yet in the 


_-end—sweaty, exhausted, and bruised—one can walk away and say, | 
was only a game.” r 9 : ul 
Such is the case with serious play. To pray, to feel remorse, to express y` y 
gratitude, to conduct business, to make a scientific discovery are all forms p 3g 
of cultural ritual—constructed forms of activity particular to cultures in 
given times and places. And one may indulge in such activities fully, 
following their rules and thus relating to those making up such cultures. 
Without one’s culture to define the games and places possible within it, 
there is simply no being to be. We owe our sense of existence, then, porte? 
——}to interna] sources—passion, reason, observation, and the like—but to 
our participation in the communal forms. Or as Gadamer succinctly puts 
it, “all playing is a being-played.”'* At the same time, one should at all 
times be able to step back and see each of these rituals from the per- we 
spective of “other worlds. - They are modes of life among many others. gS 
And finally, with a slight variation on the metaphor, James Carse’s fer 
volume Finite and Infinite Games adds an important dimension to the OX gÈ 
concept of serious play. Carse proposes that one may distinguish be- geen" 
tween two kinds of games. The finite, game is played for the purpose of 
winning, the infinite game for the purpose of continuing the play. The 
finite game will come to an end when someone has won; the infinite game 
can go on forever. Only a designated number of players may participate 
in a finite game; in the infinite game all may participate. The rules are 
different for each finite game; it is only by knowing the rules that one 
knows what the game is. However, in the infinite game the rules change 
in the course of play, when players agree that the play may be threatened 
by a finite outcome—a victory of some players and a defeat of others. In 
Carse’s words, “Finite players play within boundaries; infinite players 
play with boundaries.” And finally, “Finite players are serious; infinite 
players are playful” Ly ay jtv é JNF Abe plans 
S 


In this way Carse recognizes the internal validity of life’s serioás quests, 


the conventional rituals by which we live most of our daily lives together. 
At the same time, he adds importantly to the concept of play. For, in 
Carse’s terms, the form of play that recognizes the circumscribed character 
of the finite games is ultimately one that can unite all persons in the 
continuation of the human venture. Although the finite games of daily 


D, gu hse ØS oyi petor - ot EI 
A COLLAGE OF POSTMODERN LIFE 


fon 7 / SOUVCES 197 pat Ly. ae L Ott 07 27S) 
SIMER a wi Di Aty fen ie ig E aa pf orai 


Fer l GE pleyexs apd 
Li tl, (WH bow md ~- ces ; 
lutiniée pley esd PIEI 
Le ltG boyad a LeS. 


| r pes ar Tel 
Fini te A a I aa d 


ore the pe T A Os “oe F 
' } ‘3 e 
He infinite geome OF 
Vy yes Oe fle PNY 
PET. <= pa 


o ‘Woe 


THE SATURATED SELF 
198 


EIGHT 


Self-Renewal and Sinceri 


“To thine own self be true’ —with what a promise that phrase sings in 
our ears! —Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity 


Reon images: 


Family members quietly bow their heads in prayer over the evening 
meal. 
—~ Locked in rapturous embrace, a young couple pledges eternal love. 
—* A student drops out of college to find what she truly is and wishes to 
become. 
` A chief executive thinks long and earefully about the future of his com- 
pany, and announces his decisions to his vice-presidents. 
~> Scientists unlock further secrets of genetic coding. 
“ The president proposes a budget claimed to be “close to our economic 
realities.” z 
voMemt/e € Mod exea rs tic Yeme 
Such scenes are scarcely unusual in contemporary life. Although rooted 
in romantic and modernist perspectives, these beliefs in a holy spirit, 
profound love, a core self, rational decision making, objective truth, and 
realistic conditions remain robust mainstays of Western culture. Fur- 
thermore, there are significant signs of renewed commitment to these 
beliefs, signs that people are becoming increasingly concerned about their 


2 


spiritual well-being, their moral values, and their emotional capacities, 
and wish to Tocate a solid, objective basis for centering themselves and 
giving direction to the future. We detect groundswells of this desire in 
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criticisms of higher education, new religious expressions, cultural pres- 
ervation movements, movements on behalf of oppressed and needy mi- 
norities, city and community renewal programs, weekend self-enrichment 
workshops, the vigorous search for historical roots of ethnic identity, and __ 
movements for universal human rights. * 

Does the prevalence of such activities not place substantial limits 
over the proposals of the preceding chapters? Need one be especially 
concerned with the possibilities of multiphrenia, or the demise of com- 
mitment, intrinsic values, truth, personal morality, emotion, and auto- 
biography? Are the boundaries of the self truly so buffeted that the very 
category threatens to become submerged within the socius? Need one 
seek assurance in the replacement of individualism by more relational 
forms of life, or in the emergence of a more tolerant participation in the 
games of life? One might indeed say that the evidence for such shifts is 
meager; life in general goes on as usual. Even to the extent that there is 
a move in the postmodern direction, we also detect a consciousness of 
impending crisis sis and a concerted effort at cultural restoration. 

A To be sure, such doubts about my thesis are well advised. As I pointed 
out uGhi tid prelaae, Tam nob ttyineto do aa the odee Rather, 
my hope is to isolate an emerging shift in perspective and related life 
patterns. The case is drawn from specially affected segments of the pop- 
ulation—often the more urban, mobile, professional, affluent, and aspir- 
ing. Yet, as I have attempted to demonstrate, there is good reason to 


believe that what is A place within these groups can be taken as a 


Dia m ma ee ee ee, 
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as they continue to expand and improve, so may the traditional mentalities 
and their related patterns of life slip silently away. 

The primary purpose of this chapter is to explore the possibilities for 
retrenchment, If one scans the horizons and feels the cold shivers of 
“impending | loss, if one longs for a return to the true and the durable, can 
one “do something’? Surely the many attempts at self-renewal suggest 
that this may be so. People can generate a strong sense of solidarity, and 
with powerful repercussions. The reclaiming of national integrity among 
the East European nations and the thrust toward autonomy of ethnic 
groups within the Soviet Union are.only two examples from recent times. 
Could broader and more sweeping movements effectively insulate West- 
ern culture against the intrusion of postmodern mores and mentalities? 
It is my view that in spite of their broad appeal, there is little reason to 
suspect that calls to defensive action will succeed. The necessary resources 
do not appear to be at hand. Why and whether this is so are the central 
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concerns of what follows. In light of these considerations, we can turn in 


the final chapter to assessing the consequences. 


RESISTANCE TO RETRENCHMENT 


` 


Through the rise of new communications technologies, other voices are 
increasingly incorporated into our own. Yes, there are robust remnants 
of past traditions. But what can prevent the proliferation of postmodern 
“consciousness—a time when family members begin to feel that prayers 
are “merely ritual,” lovers wonder whether words of profound devotion 

-aren t a bit recherché, college students trade “finding oneself” for “net- 
working,” business executives wonder whether personal decisions are 
ever rational, scientists doubt the concept of “objective truth,” and pol- 
iticians recognize the term “realistic” to be a rhetorical device? One can 
scarcely imagine dismantling the technologies giving rise to the post- 
modern condition, and it seems we are far from reaching a plateau in 
_terms of their diffusion or efficacy. ig cultural retrenchment _is to occur, 
-the resources must be located elsewhere than in the world of technology 
The chief alternative lies within the human realm—that is, the Moe! 
of human beings to organize themselves around purposes of significance. 
We must consider, in particular, the possibility of strong leadership, the 
inner resources of individuals, and the unification of communities against 
the emerging dissolution of self and related cultural forms.? As we shall 
find, the very technologies giving rise to the pluralism of postmodernism 
also serve to undermine the potential of these resources for solidifying 
cultural modes of understanding and action. 


The Nostalgia for Leadership 


The terrible power of [Reagan and Thatcher] has lain in their inability 
to decry any element of the ludicrous, fatuous, or fantastic in the con- 
stantly changing charades their image machines devise for them, They 
simply read the script, whatever it may say. 

—Philip Norman, Faking the Present 


I think they are more “showmen” than anything else, but I watch some 
of them anyway. —Anonymous viewer of television evangelists 
-p E F i 


Many continue to hope for strong leaders, gifted individuals who can 
set high goals, steer a clear course, excite us to consistent and concerted 
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effort, and thereby create worthy and enduring forms of cultural life. Yet 
_can wẹ, in the now-waning decades of the twentieth century, anticipate 
the emergence of inspiri inspiring leaders? American politics of recent decades 
has been a constant waiting game: ing game: “Is there a Democrat (or Republican) 
who can rise from the ranks to the stature of leader?” But is this hope 
not, in Becketts terms, like “waiting for Godot’? To answer, it is first 
» important to realize that beliefs in “strong leaders” can be traced to the 
romantic period. As we found, concepts of genius, deep character, in- 
spiration, and profundity of in: n were focal to the romantic conscious- 
ness. Such capacities were to be found only in a gifted few, who could 
be trusted as the true leaders. It is largely this heritage that prompts us 
to hope for the arrival of valiant leaders (even when we scarcely remember 
the meaning of the term valiant). For the romantic, charisma is a reality. 
It is this background that renders the culture vulnerable to gurus and 
Zen masters, evangelists, and mediums for reaching distant spiritual 
_ planes. And it is this background that prompts the hope that perhaps, N 
just perhaps, the next president will lead us out of the quagmire of com- 
plexity.2 As romanticism wanes, however, such feelings become little 
more than nostalgia. Eie A 
But it is not simply the modernist skepticism of such concepts as genius, 
nigral Spa cod E thar engenders disbelief in the 
qualifications of the contenders. The overlay of modernist consciousness ___ 
itself also places a low ceiling above those who would stand tall. In mod- 
ernist perspective, characteristics of the deep interior are replaced by the 
virtues of rationality and objectivity. Thus, while we may still be vul- 
nerable to talk of inspiration, destiny, or a glorious past, such language 
is usually limited to contexts of marginal status—ritual ceremonies, fund- 
raisers, or Sunday morning services—far from the marketplace, halls of 
government, and other places where the “important decisions’ are made. 
Where the stakes are “real,” we want dispassionate rationality, objectivity, 
and productivity. Talk of “values,” “rights,” “justice,” and the like, all of 
which are imbued with strong rhetorical force for the romanticist, are 
suspect, since they allow the passions through the door, and thus subvert 
the rationality of the decision maker. In effect, modernist language is # 
incapable of “stirring the passions.” The modernist image of those in high 
places is, in effect, the image of a good factory manager. For him or her 
to rely on the language of the romantic would be to lose credibility in 
this role. 
To_this composite, one must also add the forbidding image of perhaps 
the century's most entury's most powerful leader, Adolf Hitler. Hitler was a master of + 
romantic rhetoric, his speeches brimming with passion and studded with 
words and phrases (spirit, destiny, purity) far removed from the merely 
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from past religious and royal ceremonies. At the same time, Hitler's 
emphasis on military might, economic productivity, and geographic ex- 
pansion appealed to the emerging modernism of the era, Hitler’s state 
was to be the most powerful, efficient, and effective machine the world 
had ever known. So disastrous were the consequences, however, that the 
image of Hitler today shadows the path of anyone who aspires to bea -f~ 
giant among men. At a certain level, all forms of dramatic ascendancy 
now generate a sense of uneasiness, At base we cannot trust those very 
individuals whose images most fulfill the nostalgic hopes for strong lead- 
ership. 
And now the very technologies that usher in the postmodern period 
also set in motion processes that ensure the role of strong leader will 
never be filled. To be sure, television, radio, and the press enable as- 
pirants to develop enormous followings within relatively short periods. 
However, to become a trusted leader, one must be able to establish the 
reality of his or her identity. One must appear as an authentic being, 
whose persona is equivalent to his or her actual personality, who intrin- 
sically possesses those qualities essential to superiority of position. Yet it 
is the achievement of authenticity that the technologies of social saturation i 
serve to prevent. 1$ SPPEA 7 He ee) £ “K Be f° Sper 
Consider first thé problem of inauthentication by perfection, or the 
disappearance of the “real” speaker through the perfection of the a 
Because of the great competition for media attention, it is essential for 


the aspiring leader to make maximal use of the time or space available. 
As a result, the aspirant’s “natural ways of relating” will typically be 
replaced with “techniques of effective communication.” He or she must 
suppress a local dialect, eradicate grammatical errors, eliminate unusual 
gestures, avoid controversial topics, dress in a broadly acceptable way, 
and communicate as effectively and suceinctly as possible. These demands 
may entail special voice lessons, speechwriters, policy committees, 
~ makeup and costume experts, body-language advisers, and special groups 
to monitor and advise on media impact. In effect, as the media become 


$ essential to leadership roles, natural forms of communication are trans- : 


formed into artificially fashioned performances. 

~ As this transformation takes place, the credibility of the aspirant is 
demeaned. From both romantic and modern traditions we inherit a con- 

cept of authentic communication—a belief that a person’s words should t ries 
be an exterior expression of the core self. We wish to feel in contact with MA dé 
the person behind the mask—with his or her true feelings, intentions, Sel 
and beliefs. As the natural habits of expression are replaced with demands 


for effective performance, however, the marks of sincere presence—fym- 
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ø  talk—are typically eradicated, The dress of “real people” is replaced with 
“proper attire, and signs of “natural age” are removed by makeup. Most 
important, ideas that should originate from “within” now appear to be 


the product of a committee or ghostwriter. It is not the individual who 


speaks, but the groups deliberating at one step removed. What previously 

appeared to be “authentic leadership” now approximates a puppet show. 

Or in Christopher Lasch’s more acerbic terms, “The degeneration of 

„A politics into spectacle has . . . transformed policy making into publicity, 
The media pose a second challenge as well to the candidate’s sense of 

authenticity, namely inauthentication by humanization. As public atten- 
Ave source of fascination in itself—partly because romantic beliefs in super- 
Y human beings persist, and partly because modernist audiences hope to 


pa political discourse, and turned elections into sporting events.” 
b uk 
| tion toward the leader is increased, his or her personal life becomes a@=> 
dthyntion bowerd persomel J147 


“Lets run through this once more—and, remember, you choke up at 
Paragraph Three and brush away the tear at Paragraph Five.” 


Drawing by D. Reilly; © 1988 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc. 
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learn from the information how to achieve success for thefatt es. The 


media's efforts to “make the candidate known” are of special significance, 
for these efforts are influenced very strongly by the communication pat- 
terns of the aspiring leader. The aspirant typically adopts two postures & 
toward the media. The positive presentation is designed to glorify and 
authenticate the individual's status as true leader. (War record, voting 
record, previous experience, heroic feats, self-sacrifice, and previous vic- 
tories all serve in this capacity.) Information suppression removes from ~% 
view any information suggesting flaws of character or odd habits. As we 
have seen, it is typical for the aspirant to adopt this posture—often by 
default—as all tae amen ‘unusual Wes style” are laundered with care. 
The public performance is not personal. — 
—~ This transformation of persons into spectacles threatens the very con- 
cept of the substantial or true self. Ifall that was substance in the romantic 
and modernist eras becomes style, then persons of substance cease to be 
believable. When “my personal opinion” is polished for public consump- 
tion, then it ceases to be personal; and if all is stylized there is nothing 
left over to count as “personal.” The very category ceases to be mean- 
ingful. During George Bush’s pr presidential campaign, Newsweek reported 
A “While committed to the identical political end of making the pres- 
ident look good, the Bush media machine projects a less manipulative, 
less cynical, and ultimately more honest image than the Reagan stage- 
craft.” But if manipulation, cynicism, and honesty are constructions of 
the media, how is one to know what the candidate “truly” is? And if we 6 
cannot get behind the appearance, then the very idea of “truly” becomes 
superfluous. The literary critic Frederic Jameson suspects that precisely 
this outcome will occur in the arts: “The older models— Picasso, Proust 
T. S. Eliot—do not work any more (or are possibly harmful), since nobody 
has that kind of unique private world and style to express any longer. ”® 
From the postmodern standpoint, the view of the unique, private world 


Tn 
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never did “work, in the sense of furnishing a legitimate portrait of the 
person. Rather, all claims to the kinds of personal qualities necessary for 


commanding leadership are largely exercises in rhetoric. 


At the same time leaders are hollowed by their performances, the media 
-are placed in a position of special significance. If they are to say anything 
“newsworthy,” they must produce information that is outside the can- 
didate’s control—information that is either negative or hidden, infor- 
mation that will restore umanity to the aspirant. Yet it is precisely this 
kind of information that inauthenticates the aspirant's claim to “true lead- fu 5 £ 
ership.” What is more newsworthy than information contradicting the the fi gE < 
public image, or demonstrating at last that the “hero” is, after all, “just AS 
like us,” or worse? Joyce Carol Oates has coined the term “pathography” we- 
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6 to characterize the tendency to focus on the flaws, misdeeds, and short- 


comings of those in the public eye. The technologies responsible for social 


saturation enable the media to conduct their exposés with efficacy and 
dispatch. Information about virtually all aspects of the individual's life— 
from birth to the present—can be rapidly found. Friends, lovers, ene- 
mies, teachers, neighbors, secretaries—all are typically within phonin 

distance. Computerized records of school transcripts, bank statements, 
tax reports, traffic violations, criminal charges, and even video rental 
records all add to the efficacy of undermining. Photographs, letters, pub- 
lications, tape cassettes, video recordings, all add “factual substance.” 
The possibility of meteoric descent becomes “ever-present, and thus the 
spiraling from_view (at least temporarily) y) of Richard Nix Nixon, Gary Hart, 
Michael Deaver, Jim and Tammy Bakker, Bess Myerson, Jim Wright, 
Pete Rose, Andreas Papandreou, Ben Johnson, Sosuke Uno, and Leona 
Helmsley.’ 

A thought experiment: Would the world be different today if Charles 
de Gaulle had faced a public that believed he didn’t write a word he 
spoke, that all his views were controlled by a committee of advisers, that 
his clothing was selected by a costume designer and his manner of speak- 
ing by a language coach, that his university grades in economics were 
poor, that he disdained the common folk, that his alcoho] consumption 
was inordinate, and that he had er engaged in unusual sexual practices with 
prostitutes? If a de Gaulle were to surface today, such beliefs would form 


the hurdles he might face. 


The Return to Inner Resources 


Gone is the_old legalistic sense of guilt and of cheated ideals when we 
tailor our ethical cloth to fit the back of each occasion. 


— Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics 


If new leadership is unlikely to galvanize resistance against dissolving 
traditions, a second resource is available: we ourselves, with our tradi- 
tional sense of values and beliefs, and our innate capacity for sound reason. 
We sense the loss of valued traditions, and this very consciousness can 
serve as the impetus for cultural restoration. We must get back to basics, 


it is said, and the basics lie within our own character. We enter the 


present with a sack of history slung over our shoulders, and this weight 


shapes our posture. Each reader of this book, for example, brings a host 
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of preferences, interests, and values that shape the way it is understood 
and accepted. 
How powerful these personal resistances are, in the face of enormous 
alterations in the technological ethos, is difficult to gauge. It is clear that 
we are not speaking of absolute resistance, The question is not whether 
personal resources can sustain traditions forever, but rather how long and 
in which circumstances. At this point, the force of social saturation be- 
/ comes keenly apparent. As the technologies of social saturation improve, 
we are also exposed to a multiplicity of voices. And when we learn that 
A a deeply felt value is repudiated by the younger generation as “conserva- 
à tive and old-fashioned, condemned by those across town as “class bias,” 
and excoriated by foreigners as “narrowly parochial” —where the search—— 
for an ultimate foundation leaves us finally with the apology, “I simply 
Q trepivalue it because I value it’—certainty of commitment becomes sus- 
picious. When we profess love knowing that it might be sexual energy, 
codependency, a strategic ploy, or a ritual saying, it becomes difficult to 


g use “love” as a standard for life decisions. And if what is obviously a 


y criminal act” in our own eyes is found by experts to be “a manifestation 


$ of unconscious forces,” “a justifiable response to economic repression, 
N or “commonly accepted behavior within that community,” it becomes 
, 5 difficult to trust one’s senses at all. apac it Ae OA SC 1 
A What of our capacity to reason, to silt the evidence, ‘the competing & 
Y perspectives, the probabilities, and to determine on a logical basis the 
Y soundest course of action? Does reason not enable us to hold fast to valued 
NS traditions and to steer a favorable course into the future? Again one faces 
the impending influences of social saturation. The national economic fore- 
cast takes a plunge, and the stock analyst makes a reasonable argument 
\ for selling; however, the press secretary convincingly demonstrates that 
| the same plunge is a good sign for inflation and interest rates; a university 
economist reasons equally persuasively that the fluctuation is random kedso™ 
A variance. Reason “in general” leads only to chaos; only reasoning within j'a wal 
, a particular perspective lends itself to clarity. But whose perspective? V2/ | 
Surely there are again several perspectives, each with its own compelling / l a5 é 
form of reason. One faces an infinite regress of reasons, each searching Z ly 2: 


the concept of truth, creates a consciousness of self-construction, and 


kindles doubt in any form of “internal essences” or resources. Can the 


A 
y 
\ for its rationale. 
A’ Previous chapters have tried to show how such pluralism undermines GE? 
3 


Western tradition defend against such influences? On what inner re- 
sources can modernists and romanticists rely to steer clear of the shoals 


of uncertainty—including the incipient doubt in the very concept of inner 
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the two romanticist and modernist traditions are incapable of sustaining 
a defense, primarily because they are engaged in a mutual struggle that 
leaves both rhetorically impotent. 
Romanticism both honored and rendered powerful a language of 
“ought.” Values, moral sentiments, and a lifetime commitment to ideals 
— sprang from the deep interior. They were “inalienable” because they 
were part of human nature itself, and the veil between human nature and 
divinity was thin. They were so self-evident that in 1903, G. E. Moore's 
Principia Ethica could declare “the good” to be an essential element of + 
human makeup, directly available to intuition. Moral values were not # 
ineffable hypotheticals, but palpable realities. 
However, as modernism gained ascendancy, the language of “ought” 
was eviscerated. The modernist depended on reason and observation; 


~ moral values and sentiments had no rational justification; they were rel- 


ativistic and “unreasonable” emotions., Belief in reason and observation 


granted both honor and credibility to the language of “is”; questions of 


“ought” were unanswerable and thus uninteresting. Observation was to? 
n The senses with Tnowledge about what is the case; principles of 
logical reasoning would then lead to clear and ineluctable conclusions and 
even predictions. If the geological formation of a land mass is related to 
the frequency of earthquakes, and this knowledge enables us to predict 
future disasters, it matters not a whit whether you believe people “ought 
om not” to suffer earthquakes. For the modernist, words that do not refer to 
real-world observables are obfuscating, Allowed free rein, sentiments or 
values would interfere with the processes of reason and observation.’ 
Unleashed emotions are the enemy of species survival. Romanticism and 
modernism are thus set against each other, so that any thrust toward 
commitment to the one wars against the doubt generated by the other. 
One may see the upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s as a renaissance of 
G/ romanticism. As issues such as civil rights, atomic energy, the Vietnam 
| war, feminism, gay rights, and freedom from oppression came to the fore, 
modernism seemed more and more morally vacuous. The sciences could 
build increasingly effective bombs, but were mute about whether they 
were to be dropped, and on whom. Governments could take miraculous 
strides in information processing, but the skills that improved technology 
were inapplicable to questions of oppression and surveillance. Scientific 
acumen could catapult a nation to power, but seemed irrelevant to the 
questions of domination and subjugation, There were no means by which 
the language of “is” could establish the grounds for “ought.” 
Yet once the roar of activist romanticism began to subside, the fatal 
question was posed. If moral values are necessary, how is one to choose 
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which values and what good? The romanticist of the nineteenth century 
did not need to ask this question. By and large the answers were self- 
evident. Once bitten by the gadfly of modernism, however, one ean 
scarcely avoid scratching. Decisions on matters of values had to be reached 
on a rational basis. But alas, to invoke reason in search of value is once 
again to enter the labyrinth of modernism—the discourse of “is.” And 
because logic itself is morally antiseptic, no viable solution to the dilemma 


of “ought” is forthcoming. In matters of inner resources, romanticism 
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and modernism thus struggle to a standstill. Romanticism furnishes value 
without rationale; modernism provides logic without direction. 


Tt is precisely this dilemma that makes Allan Bloom's best-seller The 
Closing of the American Mind so rousingly effective in its criticism, yet 
so frustratingly ineffectual in its response.? On the one side Bloom lends 
eloquence to modernist misgivings over the romanticist rebellion of the 
1960s and 1970s. He decries campus agitators—blacks, left-wing radicals, 
feminists—for their injurious effects on higher education. He condemns 


the rampant egalitarianism that swept student culture because it denies 
the possibility that some positions are “true” and rationally “superior.” 

He despises the moral indignation of these movements because, he says, 
“Indignation may be a most noble passion and necessary for fighting wars 
and righting wrongs. But of all the experiences of the soul, it is the most 
inimical to reason.” Yet what case _is then to be made for reason? How is 
it to be restored to its rightful place on the dais? Bloom’s pace now falters, 
because he finds that when reason is turned free in the academy it goes 


despairingly astray. Thus Bloom laments the way scholars have questioned 
the rights established in the Declaration of Independence, e, the superiority 
of American principles, the sexism pervading the “great books” of the 
Western tradition, and the teachings of the Bible. For Bloom these are 
deplorable lines of argument. Yet one asks, Why is it that he is now 
chastising the exercise of reasoning powers? The answer lies in Bloom’s 
commitment to values, the very resource that he found so debilitating in 
his initial thesis. In effect, it is the romanticist language of “ought” that 
inspires Bloom's lament: the natural rights of man, the moral presump- 
tions of the Bible, the deep truths of the soul. Yet it is exactly the ro- 
manticist language of, value that Bloom believes to be sapping the powers 
_of higher education. Reason and value succeed in undoing each other. 


And undone, they are unable to resist the force of postmodern pluralism. 


The Cementing of Community 


This is a society in which the individual can only rarely and with difficulty 
understand himself and his activities as interrelated in morally meaningful 


ways with those of other, different Americans. 
—Robert Bellah, Habits of the Heart 


Not all modernists have wished to abandon concern with moral claims. 
Perhaps inspired by the romanticist renaissance of the 1960s, some sectors 
of the academy tried to build new moral foundations. These foundations 
were not to be built on the “emotivism’” of the previous century, however, 
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but on firm logic and good reasons. While intellectually exciting, such 
ventures have not elicited broad assent. In his celebrated volume After 
Virtue, Alasdair MacIntyre makes a strong case against attempts to rest 
_moral claims on a rational basis. ® Virtually echoing the pluralistic theme 
of postmodernism, MacIntyre points to the “interminable and unsettled 
character of so much contemporary moral debate [that] arises from the 
variety of heterogeneous and incommensurable concepts which inform 
the major premises from which the protagonists in such debates argue.” 
Maclntyre’s solution to the problem of “ought” is a return to the tradi- 
tional communities from which judgments of good and evil spring organ- 
ically from relations of interdependence. Moral commitment, MacIntyre 
proposes, is embedded in a “living tradition . . . an historically extended, 
socially embedded argument . . . of which the individual’s life is a part.” 
Following MacIntyre, if strong leadership and inner resources are less 
and less able to sustain valued traditions, is there not reason to place 
hope in communities? Communities are more fundamental than either 
strong public leadership or private inner resources; indeed, without com- 
munity there is neither leadership nor individual resources. Without the 
willing complicity of communities, leaders cannot lead; and one’s inner 
values remain firm primarily because the community supports them. So 
4st not possible that communities of the like-minded could develop firm 
resistance to the relativisms of postmodern life? And isn't there good d 
evidence of popular resistance in the various moral and conservative 
revitalization movements of recent years—in the Moral Majority, the 


___Praise the Lord (PTL) Club, LePen’s supporters in France, the rise of 


the Republican party in Germany, and the pro-life movement? Aren't 
these groups successfully bonding in the service of traditional values and 
D UNE SENEE a TN UN VELES Cr 


beliefs? 

Again the question is not whether communities of mutually supportive 
individuals can sustain a given tradition. Surely the endurance of most 
values and social patterns depends importantly on communal consensus. 


The small, face-to-face community, where coherence and consistency are 
staples of everyday life, galvanizes its members against extraneous and 


corrosive influences. We again find, however, that in spite of numerous 
pockets of effective resistance, technological drift does not favor strong 
and enduring communities of the traditional variety. In his Nation of 
Strangers, Vance Packard described how transportation technologies lend 
“a ihamneatns to a high rate of social mobility—to families in continuous 
motion, moving from one environment or job setting to another.'’ A 
neighbor recently told me, “I lived in ten different homes before I was 


in my teens and went to six different schools. 
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dissolution of homogeneous, face-to-face communities, Za" toward the 
creation of a polymorphous perversity in social pattern. Both the character 
“and the potentials of the community are transformed in substantial ways. 
b S Let us consider three separate but overlapping forms of emerging com- 
munity, each of which diminishes people’s capacity to sustain a given 
ser conception of reality and related standards of comportment.’” 

Perhaps the most common form of deterioration may be characterized 
as the collage community, a community in which homogeneity in life 
patterns gives way to a multiplicity of disjunctive modes of living. Collage 
communities are hardly a new addition to the landscape; they emerge 
wherever people migrate across the land. But their growth is hastened 
by all the modes of social saturation. And where they could once be 
singled out for their relative infrequency, they now tend to escape notice 
by virtue of their prevalence. Txansportation systems can move house- 
holds across continents on short notice; communication systems enable 
companies to spread across continents; broadly scattered social relation- 
ships allow people to seek employment in numerous locations; the po- 
tential for ersatz identity readies the individual for a multiplicity of career 
considerations. As mobility becomes increasingly easy, communities are 
set in perpetual motion. Statistics indicate that the average residence i 
most urban dwellings is less than four years.!° As Bennis qui Slater have 
said, “Nothing could be more revolutionary than a road.” 

7 Central Florida is exemplary of the new wave of ore communities. 
“A half-century ago ago the area was relatively homogeneous; traditional values 
and social patterns held. However, the Cape Canaveral installation 4 
brought with it new elements—government workers, scientists, and mil- 
itary personnel—and at the same time, businesses wishing to reduce 
operating costs found the climate favorable. Large companies such as 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich imported a new culture of monied executives. 


Simultaneously, as the nation’s elderly population grew in size, the south- 


ern warmth beckoned and the area became a center for retirement hous-_ 
___ing./ Another cultural lamination was added. With With the building of | of 
amusement centers, most notably Disney World, an army of young, ed- 

ucated employees arrived. And all this is to say nothing of the millions 
of tourists who are now a constant presence across central Florida. Relative 
homogeneity has given way to a mélange of disparate and often contra- 
dictory ways of life. ! 

In this and other collage communities, each group tends to exist within 
its own reality, sharing reasons, values, and customs. Yet to maintain 
their distinct traditions, members of each group must pick their way, 
carefully through the streets, the institutions, the recreational locations 
of the collage community. Cross-group acquaintanceships and romances 


E Stats Show eit 7-201 wey 
bends 


d vev a os... en ON SELF 
spg sA WUA £4 ii FE u seli #9 


F O Wage Commu mth e group 


must be discouraged, schools and places of worship separated, and po- 
litical parties differentiated. Although major segments of the population 


attempt to live behind these invisible walls, the divisions are inefficient 


and hard to maintain. When the voice of “the other” continuously insin- 4 
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uates itself into one’s radio, television, newspaper, magazines, novels, 

films, and telephone receivers; when schools and churches strive to in- 


tegrate the disparate forces; and when technology unites large numbers 
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of enthusiasts for rock concerts, professional sports events, political rallies, 
and so on, the enclaves are under threat. Everywhere the representations 
of the other are with us, searching to make themselves intelligible. And _ 
as the intelligibility is incorporated into our own, we are moved to reflect 
on the validity and superiority of our modes of life. As the strange views, 
values, and ways of life slowly become familiar, one’s own traditional 
commitments gradually turn strange. (77 cd 2 ET bm im y h- 
The second form of communal deterioration is rêprésént in the card- J44 
board community, a community in which all the trappings of face-to-face 
0 Mlenlependanee are maintained, but the participating bodies are absent. 
There are shopping areas, churches, community centers, and a fire de- 
partment, but the houses and apartments are largely empty, Again, card- 


X -> board communities are not wholly new; commuting became a popular 
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way of life as the technologies of rail and road were improved in the 
present century, removing much of the male population from the daily 
functioning of the face-to-face community. Rapid and low-cost transpor- 


Y tation facilities have also expanded the population at vacation or weekend 


resort areas. From Maine to the Bahamas, from northern Minnesota to 
southern California; landscapes have changed dramatically to accommo- 
date the vast numbers desiring vacation sites or retreats from their oth- 


erwise fractured lives. Local citizens in coastal communities of Spain, hill 


D ( AA towns of France, and mountain villages of Switzerland are outnumbered 


by largely absentee landowners. 
Within recent years, the cardboarding process has accelerated mani- 
fold. In particular, advances in low-cost air travel, long-distance phones, 


and electronic communication make it possible to work far from home, 


to work in several geographically distributed locations, or even to remain 
in continuous motion. For example, Karen and Karl, a young couple from 


Luxembourg, live together on weekends. During the week, however, 
Karen is a traveling consultant who receives instructions from an office 


in London; Karl travels in Scandinavia for a company in Frankfurt. Karen 
must also travel periodically to the United States for work with the home 
office of her company, run by a president whose directives typically em- 
anate from the stern of a shark-fishing trawler in the Pacific. Everyone 4 
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is somewhere else. 

Finally, the deterioration of the traditional community is hastened by 
the emergence of symbolic community. Symbolic communities are linked 
primarily by the capacity of their members for symbolic exchange—of 
words, images, information—mostly through electronic means. '® Physical 
immediacy and geographic closeness disappear as criteria of community. 
When loving support is squeezed from telephonic impulses, fascination 
is fired by “on-line” computer mates, ecstasy is procured for the price of 
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an air ticket, and continuous entertainment is generated by the mere flick 

of a TV remote, who needs the tedious responsibility of a next-door 
OF me — ee 

neighbor? Most dramatic are those people who believe themselves to be 


— . . . . 
part of a large, caring, and like-minded community whose members they 


scarcely know. Sports fans are but one example. It is said that the largest 
single public demonstration in the history of the Netherlands—eclipsing 
even the end of the Second Wor ; 
country’s World Cup-winning soccer club. Then there are electronic 
churches, religious communities whose primary interactions are carried 
out through the media (television, radio, and telephone). Faithful audi- 
ences of 10 to 20 million have been estimated for such programs as “Praise 
the Lord Club,” “Old Time Gospel Hour,” and “Hour of Prayer.” The 
Christian Broadcasting Network (sponsor of the popular 700 Club) of- 
fers a full array of Christian entertainment, provides telephone counsel- 
ing, and is backed up by a computerized direct-mail and fundraising 
operation.” Yet except for occasional attendance at the televised service 
retreat, there is virtually no face-to-face interacti to- a interaction among the member- 
ship. Ao face Le {afse 4 y yfe ygce p eia 
In this context, it may be said that the LE ando of social saturation, # 
actually contribute to the kind of social interdependence we call com- 
munity. They enable new communities to form wherever communication 
links can be made—among truckers on CB radios, businessmen on elec- 
tronic mail, hackers with home modems, and so on. New potentials for 
interdependence are a significant by-product of the socially saturated 
world.'® At the same time, however, with each new potential for symbolic 
connection, the traditional face-to-face community loses its coherence and 
its significance in the life of its participants. For the participants are no 
longer possessions of the local community alone; their hopes, allegiances, 
and resources are propelled outward through the ether. Their sense of 
“belonging” is no longer only, or even primarily, rooted in the local soil. 
An acquaintance described communal history in a middle-class suburb of 
/ Minneapolis: “In the 1930s we were very close to our neighbors. Each 
house on the block had a front porch, and on summer evenings everyone 
would sit out, chatting across the yards, visiting for the evening on each 
other's porches. We didn't go away very often; gas was expensive and 
there weren't so many places to go. When radio became popular, we 
didn't sit out quite so much. Often our family would all go in and listen 
together to our radio. When TV came along things really got worse. We 
didn't see our neighbors so much; hardly ever did we spend a whole 
evening together. Things were more interesting inside. Then cars became 
cheaper to run, and you could even drive down to the Wisconsin Dells 


for the weekend. I go back to the neighborhood now, and there are mostly 
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new people in those ee From what they say, they don’t even know 
the neighbors next door.” 

So in the end, what is to be said of the traditional community as a 
means of solidifying resistance against postmodern intrusions? As we find, 
communities are becoming increasingly less able to serve such a function. 
To do so, they would require the homogeneity of beliefs and the repet- 
itive, face-to-face reinforcement that all the major technologies of the 
century are in the process of undermining. Indeed, the economic well- 
being of many traditional communities depends not only on this very 
technology, but on increasing its efficacy and proliferation. When the 
workers at Boeing or Rolls-Royce build a swifter airliner, when colleagues 
at Ford or Mercedes produce a more durable car, and when the neighbors 
of Silicon Valley invent new software, they are all contributing to the 

sr technology of social saturation. In effect, they hasten the breakup of 
whatever aspects of the traditional community still remain. 
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Kitroy: Would you believe I am sincere... P 
ESMERALDA: I would believe that you believe that you are... For a 
while... 


Kitroy: Everything's for a while. For a while is the stuff that dreams 


are made of . . . —Tennessee Williams, Camino Real 


we find, the technologies of social saturation weaken the capacity 
of leadership, personality, and community to sustain or rejuvenate the 
culture’s tradition. Yet there is an additional tale to be told, one more 
subtle in its contours, but one relevant to any social encounter in which 
commitment is desired—whether among family members and friends or 
between government and the people. The concern here is with sincerity. O 
Any successful attempt at cultural retrenchment must be suffused with a 
sense of sincerity. One must feel sincere, feel sincere in one’s own commitments; 
otherwise there is miee A reason for sustaining them. By the same token, 
if others attempt to bolster our sagging beliefs, we demand they be sincere 
in doing so. If they are simply “having us on” for reasons of their own, 
we are scarcely compelled. To sustain the traditions i in the face of corrosive 
influences thus demands that we perceive to be < sincere both ourselves 
and those who support or lead us in the endeavor. Yet subtle forces at 
work not only reduce the generalized sense of sincerity, but even public 


l trust in the concept itself. 


The centrality of sincerity to social life can be most immediately traced 
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e to modernist assumptions of the self. As the seat of human action moved 
from the deep interior of romanticist days to the more conscious level of 
reason and observation, it became increasingly possible to speak of persons 
as knowable—by themselves or by others. For the modernist, that which 
was truly significant about a person—the essence of the self—lay slightly 
behind the eyeballs, reflecting the world and directing action. Intimacy 
was achieved not so much through a fathoming of souls as through an 
exchange of thoughts, beliefs, aspirations, and the like. Self-knowledge 
did not require a tortuous journey into an exotic interior region, but — 
simply meant that one gained clarity about values, beliefs, or intentions. 
Thus where Freud, as a romantic, viewed self-knowledge as an arduous 
challenge, only possible with the aid of a skilled interpreter of the un- 
conscious, his more modernist disciple Karen Horney proposed that peo- 
ple could undertake their own analysis. To the modernist, sincerity 
appeared both easy to achieve and essential to human relationships. To 
“speak your mind,” “get it off your chest,” or “tell it like it is” posed no 
special problem of fathoming the layers of the interior. One could, and 
should, be open and honest. Failing to reveal one’s “true self*coutdtead— 
to charges of insincerity: fakery, pretense, flattery, hypocrisy, dissimu- 
lation, affectation, theatricality, and so on. To “be sincere” was thus to 
define the reality of one’s interior. : 

Yet as a critical component of social life, sincerity may be a dying swan. 

Tn part its demise was already prepared by the modernist context in which 
it flourished. While modernism placed a strong value on sincerity, it also 
contained elements that worked against sincerity’s attainment. In the 
modernist period, the dominant image of the human was the machine 
(chapter 2). And if we are essentially machinelike, the strong inclination 
is to ask into the function of our actions—how do they operate, how 
efficient are they, what do they accomplish? Under modernist influences, 
such questions have now come to play a major role in society. Cost-benefit _ 
analyses are not confined simply to the world of business or government; 
it is wise, according to modernist wisdom, to assay all our actions in these 
terms. “What will I get from this relationship?” “what will this book do 
for me?” and “what is this favor going to cost me?” are the kind of questions 
that any sensible modernist should ask.!° Yet to the extent that we ask 
ourselves what we gain and lose by our actions, what their functional 
value is, sincerity is in jeopardy.” Once viewed as an immediate and 
spontaneous expression of being, human action is now transformed into 


instrumental action—not a legitimate expression of self sui generis, but 
a means to some other end. Adults attending the funeral of a relative 
often become aware of the problem: considerations of inheritance creep 
into consciousness, disrupting the sense of sincere grief. Similarly, as one 
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asks about the personal gains and losses of religious, political, or ethical 
participation, such commitments are redefined. By asking about the func- 
tion of one’s behavior (“ ‘What do I get from this?”), the actions are no 
longer defined as sincere expressions of self; the very question reconcep- 
tualizes them as a means to some other end. If my expressions of envi- 
ronmental concern are born of my concern in itself, I will sense their 
sincerity; if I believe they are means of soliciting your support for a political 
movement, their sincerity as self-expressions is undermined. What I am 
“truly” doing is attempting to secure your support. As modernism invites 
questions of instrumentality, it robs our actions of their face validity. 
#) Under postmodern influences, the erosion of sincerity is taken to the 
limit. One comes to doubt the modernist assumption of a rational well- 
spring of action located in the brain, which authors our words, remembers, 
deceives, makes ethical decisions, and for present purposes, reflects or 
reports on its states of mind. Under postmodernism, suspicion attends 
such concepts as “true expressions’ of self. If one is multiply populated, 
harboring myriad voices from culture and history, there is no expression 
that stands as the true. And for the postmodern, words do not “reflect” + 
or “picture” states of mind, V Words are not mirrors or pictures but integral 
parts of ongoing interchange. They construct the individual as this or that 
within continuous patterns patterns of relationship. One may profess, “I am sin- 


cere,” but such an expression is not so much a evesuen of a mental state 


as a state of relatedness. Ye 
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sincerity is undermined as a living reality, Each is derived from the 
technologies of saturation. These technologies, -importantly responsible 
for the postmodern shift, also generate patterns of connection that sig- 
nificantly delimit or destroy the sense of sincerity. While the technology 
facilitates the growth of social movements in general, the technology is 
simultaneously set against their survival. As we shall see, concerted at- 
tempts at moral or or political ‘retrenchment may shorten the life of sincerity 
within the movements’ ranks. I Ironically, such attempts sow the seeds of 


their own demise. - . 
‘ wes, 
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FRACTIONATION AND COMPENSATION 


One opens the circle a crack, opens it all the way, lets someone in, calls 
someone, or else goes out oneself, launches forth. . . . One launches forth, 


hazards an improvisation. But to improvise is to join with the World, to 
meld with it. 
—Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 
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the modernist with an unsettling sense of manipulativeness. One may 
recoil against this condition, wishing to “simplify,” “get back to roots,” 
or focus on the “truly meaningful., One may wish to locate modes of 
sincere commitment, purposes and patterns that are deeply expressive 
ø Of self. Once the process of saturation goes into high gear, however, such 
modes are discouraged. The process that alii the longing impedes 
its fulfillment. 

How is one to determine if ond Hein ére in a given endeavor? One 
cannot simply “look inward” and know; what would one be looking at, 
what would sincerity look like, and how could one be sure the mind wasn't 
playing tricks? One is more likely to assess one’s actions: “If I devote this 
many hours to the cause, I must be sincere” or “I wouldn't go to this 
much trouble if I weren't sincere.”*! Yet as the social world is increasingly 
saturated, each form of relationship demands its demonstration of alle- 
giance. Thus each assessment of sincerity is made against a backdrop of 
multiple, competing alternatives._Each alternative that cries for attention 
will thereby drain the focal investment of seeming significance. Each 
comparison will inform one of the limits to his or her sincerity of com- 
mitment. Consider the lawyer in Wilton, Connecticut, who strongly de- 
sires to participate in a pro-choice demonstration in Washington, D.C.; 
she feels her commitment is sincere and her participation important. She 
can free herself from her caseload, but her son has an important soccer 
game that day in a nearby town. Her sistér from Minneapolis will also 
be in New York City that week and wants her to come down. The evening 


before, an a attorney visiting from Britain cee asi! asks her 


ee ee 


the needs of her ailing father, who recen moved to the area, and her 
closest friend, who is in a deep depression over her divorce and needs 

‘her support. All represent significant investments, and when she decides 
she cannot attend, the importance of the cause is diminished and her 
sense of dedication thrown into question. 

The problem is intensified in cases s where one is a member of a face- . 
to-face group of the committed. One's sincerity is then subject to eval- 
uation by others: “Is she really one of us, or only a pretender?” When 
one’s investments are multiple, the risk of being “found out” is always at 
hand: “just a bourgeois liberal,” “a dilettante,” “a Sunday Christian,” “a 
dabbler.” One is forced by suspicion to secrecy and compensatory action, 
hiding the alternative investments and making one’s commitment espe- 
cially strong. I am reminded here of an assistant pop who was strug- 
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gling to prove herself a serious intellectual in a male-dominated depart- 
ment of philosophy. However, she was also passionate about disco danc- 


/ ing. She feared that if her avocation were revealed to her colleagues, her 
commitment to the realm of ideas would surely be discredited. Thus, late 
at night, when all her worthy colleagues were in bed or buried in their 
books, she would sneak off to the clubs in nearby towns and dance until 
morning. Her problem mirrored many cases where oes is supposed toy 

“4 demonstrate commitment to transcendent values. The committed don’t 
disco—nor should they have a yen for stylish clothes, sexual adventures, 
holiday cruises, Broadway musicals, gambling casinos, or cheap romance 
novels. To display alternative investments is to become suspect in the 
eyes of one’s comrades, and thus to oneself. 

With threats to sincerity pervasive, one is invited to intensify the level 
of commitment. One must compensate for all the alternative investments 
by demonstrating either how little they mean, or how central the cause 
is to one’s life. The “Christmas newsletter’ is illustrative. One’s closest 
friends deserve a personal communication at this season of the year, one 


va 


that places them in a special position, above the crowd. Because one tends 

to have so many “closest” friends, the Christmas letter is printed for broad 
dissemination. Yet the very fact of its mass production destroys the value 

of the communiqué as a symbol of sincere friendship, More broadly, the 

enormous growth in the greeting-card industry owes some debt to this 
search for sincerity. The multiplication of relations resulting from social 
saturation demands some mass-produced means of declaring commit- 
ment. Yet the very impersonality of such cards undermines the attempt 

to express significance and sincérity through this means. The buyer at- 
tempts to compensate by seeking better-than-average cards, or cards with 
more personalized messages. Thus a market opens for specialty cards— 
limited edition, or larger, or with more elegant or interesting designs, 
and a higher price tag. As upscale cards become commonplace, newer 
markets develop—cards with original artwork or hand-painted fabric. 
(One recent visit to a card shop revealed a four-foot-tall birthday-card ° 
figure designed to sit on the recipients fable.) Yet as the search for 
sincerity spirals, the search loses its vitality. Trying to prove one’s love 

in the face of another's doubt is no longer loving in itself; rather it is a 
tendering of proof. Ip the same way, trying to be sincere robs sincerity _ 
of itself. If one must try, one is not doing it. And thus, as one seeks to 
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compensate_against doubt, the sincerity of one’s initial commitment is 
obscured. i 
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I've died so often, made love so much, I've lost touch of what's real. 
—From Alex Smith's cinematic silkscreen, The Twentieth Century 
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The _civil-rights movement, SDS, the Yippies, the Weathermen, the 
Black Panthers, the Ashram at Puna, Crusaders for Christ, est training, 
Transcendental Meditation—such movements have filled the pages of 
cultural history over the past thirty years. All commanded enormous 

enthusiasm among their followings, but little more than memories remain. 

M Why did interests wane and the movements dissolve? There are, of 

course, special stories to be told in each case, stories of internal strife, 
financial mismanagement, failings in leadership, outside competition, and 
the like. However, there is also a constant across these and other cases 
of evanescent movements. It is the presence of the technologies of social (2 / 
saturation: television and radio in particular, but also the modes of trans- 
=i r e ANN of onlookers, and po- 
tential expositors to the scene. These technologies lend enormous 
rhetorical power to such movements, and can swell their ranks manifold. 
(Indeed, terrorist movements depend for their very existence on media 
coverage. Isolated atrocities are of practically no political consequence; 
it is news about them that influences people and policy.) However, the 


very power furnished to the movements by the media simultaneously 
serves to undermine the sense of sincerity for their participants. 
dience on whose reactions may hinge the fate of the movement, transforms 
the purpose and definition of action. To sense that one’s actions result 
from a belief, or an ideal held focally or passionately in mind, is to act 
——— 
sincerely. The belief is felt to be revealed immediately in action; the 
action is a transparent expression of self. However, to introduce an au- 
dience—whose numbers sometimes approach the millions—brings a host 
of new factors to the fore. One is inclined to ask, “How will our actions 
be perceived? Will they be persuasive? Will they be related in a positive 
way to others? Will the audience understand what is to be done?” And 
such broad concerns are eventually reproduced as questions of specific 
technique: “How are we to phrase our case? Who would be the most 
persuasive spokesperson? Should we add music? Should we alert the 
press? Would police violence increase or decrease public support?” Con- 
sideration of such questions yields a rational policy, and this policy is 
subsequently placed into action. Yet at this point the action is transformed. 
No longer is it a transparent reflection of a belief or ideal. Down to matters 
of facial expression and bodily posture, it is now a calculated, public 
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performance—an attempt AS appear, sincere rather than sincerity itself. 
Or, in terms of the preceding iscussion, it is now a means to an end 
rather than an end in itself. One is left only with the hope that beneath 
such actions still lie remnants of the grounding belief. If there is money 
or power to be acquired through such performances, these remnants may 
be lost entirely from view. 
? This loss of authenticity engendered by the creation of audience is not 
limited to the domain of social movements. The mass media must generate 
novelty in order to survive. Without the strange, the new, or the un- 
known, audiences would shrink substantially, An enormous demand is 
thus placed on the media to expose that which is otherwise hidden or 
little known. Very often this has meant ransacking the culture for pockets 
O _of subcultural variation. Life among the Cajuns, inner-city blacks, cab- 
drivers, Chinese-Americans, residents of Marin County, and so on all 
become subjects for media interest—serving both as the background for 
various dramas and as topics in themselves. Yet as those depicted by the 
media are exposed to these self-representations, their actions undergo a 
subtle change. That which was simply done unself-consciously for itself 
now becomes a matter of conscious concern. “How am I impressing oth- 
ers? What are they thinking of me now? Will this strengthen or weaken 
their stereotypes?” These questions insinuate themselves into daily life. 
That which was “simply me” is now co-opted by the cultural dramas 
created by the media; one becomes an actor in spite of oneself, and the 
_ culture slowly becomes a sham copy of itself. , 


This co-option of the subcultures is most severe in cases where media 
exposure may lead to economic gain. For such exposure often brings 
tourism, and without the continued evidence of difference, the tourist 
will be unsatisfied and the money unspent. Thus where the bonnets in s 
the Dutch island of Marken, the beards and black hats in Pennsylvania 
Dutch country, and the kilts in Edinburgh were once unnoticed aspects 
of daily life, they are now essential to the economic well-being of the 
communities. No longer can they be considered authentic signatures of 
inner being for the wearer; they are now “costumes es” within the dramas 
of local history. And without them the play ceases to go on., With the 
explosion in world tourism, much the same erosion in sincerity is now 
taking place in areas once remote from Western curiosity. As Westerners 
pay for the satisfaction of their curiosity, they turn convention into con- 


trivance. When visiting in northern Thailand, I once asked for a guide to 
a village off the tourist track. The costumes worn in this village indeed 


proved worth the trip. When the villagers later put on a little sale of local 


artifacts for my benefit, however, the romance slowly turned leaden. The 
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costumes were no longer possessions of the indigenous population; they 


were not unwitting expressions of self but commercial cunning. 


MOVEMENTS AND METAPHORS 


Even for stay-at-home [Britons], the American dream can be instantl 
assembled complete with baseball on TV, American six-packs, popcorn 
and “57 flavor” ice cream. There is apparently no Briton too incongruous 


or misshapen to sport a T-shirt proclaiming allegiance to Harvard, Yale 
or the Miami Dolphins. —Philip Norman, Faking the Present 


——— 


There is an important sense in which each of us is a metaphor for those 
with whom we come in contact. They provide the images of what it is to 
be an authentic person, and as we incorporate others’ modes of being— 
their mannerisms, their styles—we become their surrogates, metaphors 
of their reality. As we live long and comfortably within these metaphors, 
they turn literal; they take on the appearance of solidity, and seem sincere 
reflections of the truth within themselves. Jndeed, the literal is simply 
metaphor grown complacent. In this light we can usefully draw contrasts 
between the attempts at committed action occurring in the traditional, 
face-to-face community and those typical of the broad movements of today. 
‘In the traditional context, the transition from metaphor to literal was more + 
easily accomplished, With a restricted range of others from whom to draw, 
and a delimited set of opportunities within which to act, one could rapidly 
determine the metaphors of self and use them reliably and frequently. 
And with a restricted range of others consistently treating one’s presen- 
tation as literal, one could more easily concur. The sense of sincerity was 
achieved with facility. To “be saved” at the local Baptist church, for 
example, was virtually a natural act; the repeated actions of family, friends, 
and neighbors prepared one for it long in advance. One’s “love of Chris? æ 


was a literal dimension of being. 


Social saturation, by contrast, strews the route to a literal self with 


impediments. There are now teeming images from which to draw, often 
fleeting in duration, and the options for action are enormous. The audi- 
ence for such actions is also complex; what plays with ease in one context 
may seem superficial in another. In effect, one’s metaphors remain on 
the wing, and their constant hovering, soaring, and flapping encumbers 
one’s stride toward the literal. At present the technologies saturate us 
with images of commitment—from Soweto to Tiananmen Square, Delhi 
to Prague. We see them overturn cars in Caracas, cover faces with hand- 
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kerchiefs in Japan, fast in Ireland, and so on. Committed-isms whirl by 


as images in a vast social drama. Their semifictional character is signaled 
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by their placement between prime-time drama and late-night comedy.” 


P 


Within socially saturated society, committed activity does not grow con- 
genially from the soil of well-worn local traditions, but from the accu- 
mulated hyperreality of the media. In this way, demonstrations in various 
parts of the world come to resemble each other. Black spirituals of protest 
are sung by white, upper-middle-class demonstrators; the Chinese in 
Tiananmen Square wear hippie headbands and bear a statue resembling 
the Statue of Liberty; candle-carrying anti-KGB demonstrators in Moscow 


are virtually indistinguishable from Take Back the Night demonstrat 


in American cities. And as one acquires the trappings of the form, one’s 
actions lose the sense of spontaneity and sincerity. One’s actions become 
a metaphor for the myriad exposures that have gone before, a continuation 
of the grand and glorious game, more like performances of commitment 
than commitment itself. 

The effects of the media on sensed sincerity do not end here. As the 
images of commitment are made known to vaster audiences, they come 


oe a eee 
to serve as icons from which other metaphors are derived. And as they 


are used in varying and multiple contexts, their significance is altered 
and destroyed. The raised fist, symbol of black power, is adapted and 
readapted so that years and contexts later Boris Becker can use it as a 
signal of his domination at Wimbledon. Blue jeans, signals of antimater- 
ialist protest, are slowly transformed into designer items so expensive 
that only a materialist can afford them. Black leather accessories with 
metal studs, symbols of punk disgust with bourgeois culture, are retooled 
and reclaimed by the bourgeois as fashion items. The symbols of re- 
trenchment and renewal thus function as authorless texts, to be inter- 
preted and reinterpreted across time and culture. And as such diffusion 
takes place so are the original causes defused. 4 j Ae y Ly 
In a similar fashion, sincerity is also bled from ed Le ex Aa 


modes of cultural expression. The media expose society to a massive array 


N\A 
r Ta self-representations. Our manners of friendship, family relationships, 


romance, and animosity are documented, scrutinized, rhapsodized, and 


\\ \, -> satirized. We see how the lips are pursed in moments of quiet anger, the 
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fingers move to the mouth as expressions of serious thought, and the 
tongue flicks backward in moments of cautious reflection. As these images 
are exposed increasingly to the culture, they become the standards for 
expression, a subtle Miss Manners for the world of informal relations. 
They inform the culture, for example, as to how sadness is done—its 
duration, its modes of expression, and its proper intensity on various 
occasions. Indeed, in failing to meet these commonly recognized stan- 
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dards, one cannot properly define oneself as “being sad’ —either to others 
or oneself. At the same time, however, as we approximate the represen- 
tations of being, being itself slips from grasp. Our actions are suffused 
with the sense of metaphor, and we ourselves lose the ability to differ- 
entiate between their authenticity and their artifice. Is the kiss on the 
cheek a “true” signal of friendship or the way friends are supposed to be 
greeted? Is the father’s sudden burst of temper a “true” burst or simply 
a hackneyed male ritual? Is the lover's moan of ecstasy a “true” expression 
of her inner state or her cinematic history brought to life? And if it becomes 
increasingly difficult to distinguish between sincerity and simulation, the 
distinction itself ceases to be viable. As Umberto Eco has summarized it, 
“The postmodern attitude is that of a man who loves a very cultivated 
woman and knows he eannot say to her, ‘I love you madly,’ because he 
knows that she knows (and that she knows that he knows) that these words 
have already been written by Barbara Cartland.” 

We find, then, that important resources for sustaining and renewing < 
longstanding cultural traditions seem to be losing their vitality. Strong 
leadership is a concept dependent on a romanticist worldview, now weak- 
ened by both the modern and postmodern turns. The technologies of 
social saturation also act to inauthenticate the candidates for leadership. 
The tried-and-true inner resources of the individual cannot be relied 
upon, for reason and moral sensibility are both undermined in the con- 
tinued strife between romanticist and modernist discourses. Nor can com- 
munity solidarity be depended on, for the stable, face-to-face community 
on which renewal might rest is rapidly eroding. In its place the technol- 
ogies of social saturation are making possible an array of fragile, symbolic 
communities, tied together primarily by electronic impulse. And finally, 
the concept of sincerity, central to any attempt at cultural refurbishment, 
is also slipping from view. The fractionation of relationships brings into 
question the sincerity of any single commitment. Existing technologies 
transform sincere actions into calculated performances. And beeause we 
are saturated with images of commitment, attempts at renewal turn 
metaphoric. We arrive at a point at which the positive potentials of post- 4- 
modernism must be unfolded. 
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“We move away from romanticism and modernism, not calmly and with 


reflection, but desperately and under siege. 


—Robert Jay Lifton, personal communication 5 
SN dí 


a OUN AMY a E 
hat are we to conclude about our emerging condition? How are 
we to evaluate the gains and losses in cultural life? My own 
evaluations of the postmodern turn have insinuated themselves through- 


out this book. I have pointed to numerous ways in which our traditions 
of understanding and action are being eroded. At the same time, I have 
been indulgent in my elaboration and reticent in my criticism of post- 
modern influences. Can we now press beyond this ambivalence, establish 
an evaluative posture, and clarify issues of significance? Of particular +- 
concern is the question of the future under postmodernism. If romanticist 
and modernist traditions are slipping away, is there a positive case to be 
made for the postmodern replacement? Are there ways in which selves 
and relationships stand to be enriched rather than impoverished? Are 
there positive lines of action that may be favored by the postmodern turn? 
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To see ourselves as others see us can be eye-opening. To see others as 
sharing a nature with ourselves is the merest decency. But it is [a] far 
more difficult achievement [to see] ourselves amongst others, as a local ~~ 


example of the forms human life has locally taken, a case among cases, 
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a world among worlds. —Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge 
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I began this book with two central contentions first, that we rely heavily Lense 
on psychological language in making sense of ourselves and others, and 
second, that this language is built into many of our patterns of relationship. 


In effect, we speak of thoughts, intentions, feelings, hopes, dreams, fears, 


desires, beliefs, and values, and without such terms we could scarcely 


get on in either private or institutional life. A love affair would not be a 
love affair without the language of the emotions; a criminal trial could 
scarcely proceed without the discourse of intention; and many religious 
institutions would erode if bereft of the concept of the soul. I then pro- 
posed that Western discourse for understanding self and others is 


neo Seon KOT MINUET N 
undergoing major transformation, and that as this language is altered, so 


f- are traditional patterns of cultural life. 


In this context the initial concern was with the romanticist vocabulary a 
of the person, largely inherited from nineteenth-century arts, letters, and 4 
cultural traditions. In the romanticist period the most significant ingre- 


dients of the individual were to be located in the deep interior of the p 
person’s being. It was thus possible to speak, for example, of passion, m- 
eternal love, the communion of souls, deep inspiration, wrenching grief Y~- F 
will, creativity, and true genius. Such terms also encouraged a variety o ma 
significant social patterns, including committed relationships, dedication 


to a life purpose, granting intrinsic worth or value to others, and trust in 
moral insight and leadership. Although they retain a significant presence 


in our lives, romanticist ways of speaking and acting have been substan- 
tially undermined in the twentieth century. Not only are romanticist 
concepts of the person fading from use (often they are reserved for spe- 
cialized rituals or ceremonies), but in many circles they are viewed with 


skepticism or hostility. 
The demise of romanticism can largely be attributed to the emergence [e 


of the modernist worldview. Modernism brought with it a return to the # e 
vocabulary of the Enlightenment, in which reason and observation M 
reigned as the dominant figures in the human psyche. Through reason / 
and observation, modernists believed, humans can discover the funda- 4 
mental essences of the universe—including the essentials of human func- E 
tioning. With the metaphor of the machine playing a dominant role, and Pe 
the social sciences expanding and fortifying the modernist perspective, 

the fully functioning individual was said to be knowable (through obser- 

vation), predictable, and subject to training by culture. Having acquired 
knowledge, values, and personality, the individual was said to be self- 
sustaining, capable of directing his or her actions on an autonomous basis. 

For many, such views seemed enormously optimistic. Genuine knowl- 

edge of self and others was within our grasp; sound decisions could be 

made for a promising future; if people were properly socialized they would 
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C be trustworthy, honest, and sincere; and with judicious planning the 
society could rid itself of its problems. Societies without war, crime, 
mental illness, drugs, prostitution, and suicide were within grasp. 

Within the modernist frame, the deep interior became increasingly 
suspect. To posit a reality beyond the grasp of observation and reason 
seemed not only unjustified but unproductive—much like presuming the 

l hand of the Devil in moving human affairs. Not only did such assumptions 

S render the individual unknowable, but to beee that people were moved: 

by strong passions, or commitments beyond time and circumstance, was 
Se cast them in an anti-Darwinian mold. If this were indeed the nature 
à of persons, it was reasoned, the species could not survive. Processes such 

A K as intention, inspiration, and creativity also became suspect, because they 

4 removed the individual from scientific understanding. If people are ma- 

nN terial creatures after all, and all material is subject to causal laws discov- 

cl erable by science, then granting people the power to step outside causal 

i forces by virtue of creative, inspirational, or intentional acts is to deny 

the efficacy of science. For the modernist, such concepts are as unrealistic 
iN as magical powers. Se la 
al The social saturation brought about by the technologies of the twentieth 
century, and the accompanying immersion in multiple perspectives, have 
, brought about a new consciousness: postmodernist. In its retrospective 
stance, it is skeptical, doubting the capacity of language to represent or 
c3 inform us of what is the case. For if language is dominated by ideological 
investments, its usage governed by social convention, and its content 
guided by ktera Sea Fae not reflect or mirror reality. And 
if language is not truth-bearing, then the v very concept of objective re- 
a porting is rendered suspect: If this is so, there are no jective gourds 

for saying that people possess passion, intentionality, reason, personality 
traits, or any of the other ingredients of the romanticist or_ modernist 
_worldviews. All such concepts are socially and historically contingent, t, the 
“products o of political and ideological forces, self-protective communities, 
and literary or aesthetic fashion. With the spread of postmodern con- 
sciousness, we see the demise of personal definition, reason, authority, 
commitment, trust, the sense of authenticity, sincerity, belief in lead- 
ership, depth of feeling, and faith in progress. In their stead, an open 
slate emerges on which persons may inscribe, erase, and rewrite their 
identities ag the ever-shiltme, ever-expanding, and incoherent network 

of relationships invites or permits. 
At this point let us clamber, toward higher ground and broaden our 
perspective. Situated above these three perspectives and their favored 
patterns of action, we can make two important observations. Piest, we 
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find that in the three-way conflict of discourses, each simultaneously 

compels and repels. Romanticist discourse is inviting in its intimations of 


profound mysteries of the person, love, commitment, inspiration, and 


the like. At the same time, modernist discourse engenders a promising 
sense of security and optimism with its emphasis on the rational, reliable, 
knowable, and improvable aspects of the person. And the newly emerging 
postmodern perspective opens the way to a fascinating play of potentials 
and an increased sense of relational reality, Yet while each language 
defines a range of virtues, each finds flaws in the alternatives. For the 
romanticist, the rationality so praised by modernists is superficial and 


misleading; it is blind to the profundities of the human psyche, and 


deprives life of meaning and people of inherent value. Postmodernism 


seems to the romanticist little short of nihilism: All intrinsic properties 
of the human being, along with moral worth and personal commitment, 
are lost from view, leaving nothing to believe in. Similarly, the modernist 
reviles the romanticist for sentimentalism, head-in-the-sand impractical- 
ity, and the replacement of objective decision making by highfalutin mo- 
rality, while decrying postmodernism’s threats to truth and objectivity. 
To give up these virtues, the modernist maintains, is to revert to medi- 
evalism, to open the culture to the tyrannies of rhetoric, to deny us the 
optimistic sense of progress, and to reduce life to so many parlor games. 


Finally, as we have seen throughout the present volume, postmodernism 


A 


undermines the validity of both the romanticist and the modernist proj- 


Le 


ects, demonstrating their misleading and oppressive consequences. Each 


discourse is thus both promising and problematic. 

In addition to the fundamental incompatibility of the perspectives, 
there is a second important point to be made: evaluation of these dis- 
courses can only take place from within a perspective. To favor one of 
these perspectives because it is “objectively true” presupposes that I have 
a perspective in which “objectively true” is an intelligible criterion of 
evaluation. If in my view “objective truth” is a misleading term, I can 
scarcely condemn a theory because it is objectively false. If I come to 
these discourses as a committed Christian, I can evaluate them in terms 
of the place they accord personal salvation. If souls do not exist in the 
world as I see it, salvation will play no role in my evaluation. Thus, for 
the romanticist, modernists are living empty and amoral lives. But this 
is so only if one accepts the reality of the deep interior. If the deep interior 
does not exist, as is true for the modernist, then romanticist criticisms 
lose their bite, and seem like so much idealistic prattle. Similarly, mod- 
ernists must be committed to the importance of reason and observation 
in order to excoriate postmoderns for their rampant relativism. Postmod- 
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ern skepticism follows from much of the reasoning laid out in earlier 
chapters of this book, neitl , neither romanticism nor modernism possesses the 
conceptual tools with which to question itself.. 

It becomes clear that one cannot mount what might be called a “pure” 
or “transcendent” evaluation of our emerging condition. That is, we can- 
not step outside a given perspective to ask about “gains” and “losses” in 
our vocabularies of understanding. We cannot ask whether the loss of 
romanticism is good or bad, for example, without having a perspective 
that makes certain criteria reasonable and important. If we are we are inside the the 


romanticist perspective we shall find the loss of “ inspiration,” “passion,” “passion,” 


and “creativity” abhorrent, but if outside, good riddance to such folklore. 


Similarly, the passing of modernist views of the person is neither la- 


mentable nor laudable except by virtue of adopting a perspective. Step 
inside modernism, and we despair the loss of objectivity, sincerity, and 
autonomy; abandon modernism and the disappearance of this vocabulary 
can be welcomed. = 
How are we then to proceed in the reckoning of this final chapter? I 
propose that to live in any culture is to absorb its perspectives and implicit 
evaluations. Thus, most of us have fallen heir to romanticist ways of talking 
and acting, and at the same time have been well II schooled i in the principles 
‘and practices of modernism. Further, because of of my own immersion in 
the culture, these pers perspectives have subtly guided my choice of words 


and phrases in such a way as to champion romanticism and, perhaps to 


a lesser degree, modernism. The passings of these cultural modes have 
been viewed as “losses,” and the very word implies their worth. Similarly, 
a dim view has often been taken of postmodernism—its multiphrenia, 
irrationality, and potential for superficiality. (Again, the very choice of 
such terms reveals my cultural roots.) I will thús attempt in the following 
pages to press beyond the familiar ground of romanticism and modernism, 
and to enter the postmodern “perspective with a posi positive stance. If we 
give postmodern discourse an o opportunity to expand, to make use of the 
available resources of the language, are there positive outcomes for the 
society in terms of practices and potentials? If we momentarily step out- 
side our traditional perspectives, and test the waters of the postmodern 
alternative, is there reason for or encouragement? There is, after all, good 
reason for making the attempt. pt. For if the preceding analysis is correct, 
and the technologies of social saturation lead us ineluctably toward a 
ostmodern consciousness ij may be wise to fathom the positive poten- 
EE Ae T shall toro deen onbtnnts these potentials are substantial. 
As a caveat, gne should realize that these arguments do not necessarily 
follow from the. postmodern context. Postmodernism has often been 
` viewed as morally bankrupt (the romanticist argument), because it fails 
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to profess any fundamental values or princi iss More forcefully put, 
postmodernism fails to offer arguments against Nazism or other forms of jae t 


cultural tyranny,. While it is true that there are no necessary values favored ay : 
nere are no necessary values 


by the postmodern tu turn, postmodernism does not thereby terminate all 


ethical and moral debate.! Further, there are certain preferences—moral, gat’ 
political, and social—that, while not demanded by postmodernist devel- ( 
opments, are congenial with them. In the positive case that follows, these 
preferences will be given expression, In effect, it is possible to locate 
within the postmodern gutlook a way of proceeding that has enormous 
potential for humankind—provided one is open to this view of potential. 
There are no foundations of value to be located here, no progressive 
program. But there are possibilities opened that may, within a given 
spective, both enrich and sustain human life. 

The promise of postmodernism is most effectively realized when con- 
trasted with the problems inherent in the modernist worldview. Mod- 
ernist assumptions of rationality, objectivity, and essentialism have been 
placed under attack in preceding chapters (especially 4 and 5). Yet even 
without a sustaining rationale, the modernist perspective continues to 
dominate Western culture. Thus we may usefully turn to three aspects 

of modernism—progress, individualism, and secure belief—the problems 


all et lee 4 
of which dramatically underscore the positive potential of the postmodern. 
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But a storm is blowing from Paradise. . . . The storm irresistibly propels 


[us] into the future to which [history's] back is turned, while the pile of 


debris before [us] grows skyward. The storm is what we call progress. 


“Z Walter } Benjamin, Illuminations 


The belief in human progress has long been a fixture of Western tra- 


dition. Often it has been linked to religious doctrines of the times, from 


the Homeric period, which held that people could become godlike, to 
later Christianity, in which people were encouraged to perfect their lives— ‘eae 
by living in Go living in God’s will. With the rise of modernism in this century, §7/ ee “EM 


spirituality has been in retreat. Because spiritual dimensions of human rn 


eS a a A 
activity do not seem open to observation, they are generally consigned 


12 


o the realm of mythology. However, modernism has retained a retooled we we 


—— of progress as its linchpin. The enchantment of modernism de- 
rives importantly from its promise of progress—the belief that, with 


proper application of reason and observation, the essences of the natural 


world may be made increasingly known, and that with such increments 
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sciences furnish a model of reason and observation operating at its most 


np gee SS Steep sl s/s SS SS GD 
efficacious level. The burgeoning technologies of the age—in the domains 
of medicine, energy, transportation, communication, and so on—offer 


tangible proof of the capacity of science to progress. Thus, to think and 


act scientifically—whether in business, political decision making, or do- 


mestic life—is to move the society forward and upward. | 
eT eat ea tal ean 
+ perspective? We must first remove the taken-for-granted foundation from 
beneath the idol. The concept of oncept of progress is not deri derived from observation. 
: jt Tris a narrative for that organizes the way we we understand what we 
observe—a rhetorical vehicle requiring the specification of goals, of events 
related to such goals, and of linear temporal sequence (see chapter 7). 


NN _ The narrative of progress is hardly universal, nor has it commanded univ- 
ocal assent within the Western tradition. the Western tradition.” It is one myth among many, 


y bs È and our very enchantment Ty enchantment with it may it may operate as a form of cultural 


j \ postmodern; what may they tell us about life’s possibilities and potentials? 


N We must consider whose voices are raised on behalf of progress and who 


‘ ‘ y blindness. What alternative stories are removed from view? asks the 
ye ' 4 gains (and loses) by accepting such a view. 
\ 


< An In this light, let us allow alternative voices room for expression, not 
x) only to determine possible deficits in our current romance with progress, 
pn but to provide a rationale for other options of action. At the outset, one 


V 7 X can raise a voice in protest even within the modernist framework itself. 
; ONA Adopting the modernist view that we can indeed observe and measure 
\\ Y our progress toward mutually acceptable goals, we may find that the case 


for progress ig not only poor but indeed tragic in its implications. There 
` P are compelling reasons to believe that all that has passed for progress 


_within the modernist conception is actually carrying the culture in reverse. 
Consider first the systematic blinding required in order to label a given 


U 


= 
Y outcome an “improvement” or a “sign of progress.” In order to lend t, 


validity to such labels, we must remove from view everything outside the bk 


Wa AN outcomes in question. Thus, it is possible to say that Johnny’s grade lf 
Q : eipove ment, Pe eggy s raise in salary, or the nation’s stronger defensive 


\ A capability are signs of progress, but only so long as we focus on the specific 


dimensions in question (grades, income, arsenals). In order for such events 


teriorations in Johnny’s sense of well-being (along with that of his class- 
TN mates), Peggy's relationship-with her children or her competitors, or 
national programs of disease prevention or social welfare. Deficits and 
deterioration within these parallel realms challenge the validity of the 


ce 
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\5 N to stand as progress, we cannot go about searching-for simultaneous de- S p 


`i 


vs 


presumption of progress. (For example, pride in Johnny’s academic wit M 
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ress goes flat when he is rendered cheerless, listless, and friendless.) Let ~ - 
us press the case further. 

4 \nanumber of celebrated cases, assessments of the ancillary losses are 
found to outweigh by far the gains made in the selected domain of prog- 
ress. The Nobel Prize-winning discovery of the insecticide DDT in 1939 
was heralded as a major step forward in increasing agricultural produc- 
tivity and saving people from malaria. Progress became possible in two 


\ 


important domains. By 1950 it became clear, however, that DDT was 

toxic to many animals, and species dependent on insects for survival were — _—— 
being exterminated: fish-eating and carnivorous birds were also threat- DO 
ened. Further, the availability of the additional foodstuffs made possible __— — 


by DDT enabled human populations to expand to record, potentially 

calamitous highs. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring brought public attention 

to these and other side effects of progress, and by 1970 DDT was placed 

under strict control.? As the recent discovery of significant amounts of È 
DDT in the penguins of Antarctica makes clear, however, the effects of Pe 
hemical continue to reverberate throughout the environment. 
ts Of course is but a single example among many that could be he 
. There is reason to believe, hoWever, that any case examined c 

with care will reveal a similar accumulation of negative repercussions. 


Those claims to “genuine progress” that remain do so only because the 


requisite research has not been undertaken to demonstrate otherwise. 

On what grounds can this be argued? Consider the possibility that for 
Teer Event Ged ORGS There wre multiple reverberations or side 

effects unrelated to dhe amens jménsion of focal concern. No “advances” occur 

in a social or ecological vacuum. Further, each of these effects necessarily */ 

upsets the status quo in these ancillary domains. And, because the existing 

situation in most of these domains isin certain respects, “livable,” “sat- 

isfactory,” or just “ordinary life,” these side effects are typically untoward, 

unwelcome, or disruptive. Thus the modal condition is one in which 


progress in one domain actually moves the culture backward, in a mul- 
——— eee ee eee 
titude of related domains. 


@ ret the problem only begins at this point. For if a culture is committed 
to progress, then each unanticipated disruption calls for remedial action. 


Improvements in these various domains must be made to offset the wors- 


ening conditions. These improvements set in motion an additional wave 
of disruptive reverberations in still other domains, which again call for 


compensatory improvement, and still further side effects. The waves of 
disruption broaden and accelerate. More summarily, every action un- 
see ee 


dertaken in the name of progress may set in motion a process of pregres- 
a RE a solid an 4 “ha heptane 
sion, that is, an accelerating or progressive regression. 


To appreciate the potentials of pregression, consider the simple case 
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of fertilizer. Attempts are frequently made to improve crop production 

through fertilizer, an unremarkable but measurably effective means of 
ep A 

achieving progress in the production of foodstuffs. However, the process 


1 of pregression now commences. Greater crop production means, at least 


= 


\ 9 Meg: increased income across a broad spectrum of the population. 


(0 Thus, people are free to buy more and larger cars. A new problem now 
i Y results: overcrowded highways. The problem is solved by building new 


iy and larger roads, reducing nature to concrete (“Take paradise and put up 
a parking lot”). This move reduces the amount of arable land and the 
quantity of oxygen produced through photosynthesis. More problems to 
Ay be solved. At the same time, the increase in automobiles pollutes the air, 
\ spoiling the quality of life, reducing property values, and killing off forests 
(as in Germany's Black Forest). These new problems can be partially 
solved by greater emission controls. This in turn increases the demand 
for fuel oil, reducing the nation’s balance of payments. . . 


The increased income also sparks a demand for higher-quality food, 


including fresh meat. This problem is solved by increasing the number 
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of pigs and cows. As the waste products of the livestock seep into the 
a call lia eee ee eee ee 
underground water, the culture’s water resources become contaminated 


(a “new problem” now confronting both the Germans and the Dutch). 


Simultaneously, the new sources of wealth enable people to have more 
children and to live longer. This moves the population toward overcrowd- 
ing (a new problem to be solved through birth control), and new stresses 
are placed on future social-security resources. And all this is to say nothing 
of the effects of fertilizers on increasing the growth of algae in lakes and 
canals (consider the catastrophe in Venice).‘ 
~ Chaos theorists now speak of a “butterfly effect,” the enormous rever- 
berating effect generated by a tiny perturbation in one sector of a system. bation in one sector of a system. 
As it is said, the movements of a butterfly in Hong Kong may, through 
a series of concatenated events, launch a tornado in Texas. And so it is 
in the case of pregression. How often is “progress” not the attempt to 
overcome the repercussions of long-removed impulses toward better- 
ment? Pregression may be the rule rather than the exception. 

As we find; the case for progress is insubstantial even within the mod- 
ernist framework. As we shift to the postmodern perspective, new and 
different shortcomings become focal. From this perspective, to call a given 


set of events “progress” is to adopt a linguistic pose, with no other foun- 


dation than the assent of others to the meaning system in use at the time. _ 
The set of events may just as easily be construed in many other ways, 
and these alternative constructions, which may represent subcultures 
otherwise marginalized by the “voice of progress,” can lead to substantially 
different evaluations of the events. 

“To illustrate: From her research on middle-class culture, Barbara Eh- 
renreich concludes that the leitmotif of middle-class life is an incipient 


fear of failure, “of growing soft, of failing to strive, of losing disci- 


oe Ol la urg a age ee 
pline . . . and always . . . of falling.” Ehrenreich is acutely sensitive to 


the life-themes of the middle class, but her analysis underestimates the 

extent to which issues of gains and losses, success and failure, upward 

and downward pervade Western culture more generally. Further, the 

very quest for progress contributes to the widespread fear of falling. As ii 

we have seen, the narrative of pro depends on establishing some 

form of “good”—a value or a goal. Establishing the goal lays the foun- 

dation for a social hierarchy in which each individual may be ranked in 

terms of his or her proximity to the goal. Such comparisons are made at 

the national level E ari a a a number of . me 
atomic warheads, health standards, m ity?); munity level— av 
(Is our community better than others in quality-of-life ratings, crime rate, Q 
winning teams?), and the individual level (Am I improving in income, 2) 


education, weight, sports ability?). The games themselves are most often 
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favored by those in a position to win them. Thus, the system of economic 
competition is preferred by the wealthy; educational attainment is posi- 
tively endorsed by families who are educated; arms races are most fully 
pursued by nations equipped to purchase large numbers of weapons. 
And, with only a single slot available for number one, the vast majority 
of people who take the games for granted step into a system they are 
destined to lose. Consider the many whose lives are wracked daily by 
@ the fear of failing on the one hand and the frustration of slow movement 
forward on the other. The promise of progress thrusts them into a lifetime 
struggle toward a summit never to be attained, evoking in the end a sense 
of failure, of having been unable to realize “what I could have been,” 
“should have been,” or “wanted to be.” For many others, who sense the — | 
futility of a game stacked against them, the preferred course may be a 
life of alcohol, drugs, sleeping in doorways, or crime (a different game in 
which success is more likely). TE 5 
This account is, however, only one alternative to the modernist char- 
acterization of progress. There are others; progress may also be seen as 
~~ a form of secular religion, as a societal addiction, or as a rationalization 
for exploitation. And each of these accounts has alternative implications 
~~ for social policy and individual life patterns. This is not to say that post- 
modernism is pitted against all efforts “to progress’ or “to improve’ selves 
or relationships. However, the postmodern tactic of deconstruction and 
y reconstruction does have the capacity to emancipate the culture from the 
g“ i i and deeply problematic effects of this grand modernist narrative. 
j i he virtually unquestioned cry for “progress” is reduced to a rhetorical 
i ‘exhortation, thereby opening spaces for intelligible alternatives. When 
i, actions are then justified in the name of excellence, improvement, bet- 
terment, getting ahead, and the like, one should be neither awed nor 


aroused. For this is but the preferred language of a particular community, 
N ee 


m . . . © . . 
Qj one among many. A more propitious reaction to such exhortations might 
Ç Ù be to reflect on the following: Are there other ways of viewing the pro- 


posal? Who- benefits and who loses from this particular way of defining 
N A the goals? For example: 


a Should children’s participation in sports, dance, ice skating, playing 
J musical instruments, drawing, and writing be channeled toward formal 


N competitions in,which hierarchies of the good prevail? Should the ath- 
S letically gifted adolescent be encouraged to train for an Olympic gold 


medal? What are the pregressive repercussions of such competitions— 


J fof self-esteem, family life, and neighborhood friendships? 


* Should the striving professor press on to produce another book? Com- 
puter technology now makes it possible to generate a completed man- 
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e AEA half the time required ten years ago, and perhaps a tenth of 
the time required a century ago. The scholar whose lifetime output was 
three books in 1970 can now produce six books. Does the world now 
need twice as many scholarly books, twice as many trees reduced to 
inert forms in dark stacks whose primary contact with human beings is 

. the occasional duster? 

Du Must permits be given for the building of new houses or housing de- 
velopments? With the population of the West now beginning to level, 
why is it progress or people to strive for new and better houses? Is the 
driving metaphor a medieval vision of Every man a king in his own 
castle? Is the upward limit to emulate Leona Helmsley, with an $11 

~~ million palace? Who and what is laid to waste in the desire for a marble 
swimming pool and chandeliers of gold? Would humankind not be better 
off by trading the metaphor of the castle for that of the nest? _ 

Must personal incomes continue to rise steadily throughout life? “Cost- 

of-living’ figures may indeed increase annually, but such figures are 

threatening to security only if one presumes a constancy of need across 
the lifespan. If one owns furniture, it need not be purchased again at 

a higher rate. If one makes a down payment on a house in 1970, one 

continues to pay a 1970 price for the house in 1990. And is the rela- 

tionship between income and life quality linear, such that those with 


theshighest incomes live more fulfilling lives? In 1989 Michael Milken 
K made a million dollars an hour, twenty-four hours a day. Was his sleep 


more peaceful or his breakfast more nourishing than the average farm- 
ers? The hierarchy of income has no summit, so why do we presume 
) y p 1 
that it is worth the climb? 
œ Must the United States race ahead to place a human being on Mars? 
Is there really a “space race”? Who else is competing? And for what 
rize? How much uranium are we now mining on the moon? To what 
p 8 
extent is the “exploration” of space a means toward the “exploitation” 
of space—toward more dominating weaponry, under another name? 
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These are only a handful of the kind of irreverent questions that seem 
increasingly imperative. With the conversion of cultures to hierarchies 
in which upward scrambling becomes the meaning of life, the planet is 

+ being laid waste.,It is now hardly newsworthy that petroleum reserves 
are being depleted, lakes and rivers are polluted or drying up, the ozone 
layer is growing thin, forests are disappearing, underground water sup- 
plies are becoming undrinkable, air unbreathable, beaches unswimmable, 
noise levels unendurable, fish and animal species extinct, and so on. Pity 
the primitive with only a handful of coneerns; in the service of progress ` 
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C Gye no can now pro w them pi fhe hundreds, Would we not be 
more suited to our world with less progress and more carnival? 
~ In addition to the alteration in attitude it favors, postmodernism also 


holds implications for practical decision making. The case for progress, 


4 . or improvement, is typically made within a relatively circumscribed social 
it domain: a domain of people to whom the case is fully intelligible. Progress 
A in weaponry, for example, is a concept central to Pentagon officials, which _ 
Y) /) over time a on significance within other sectors of government. Prog- 
ress in medicine is largely a matter for the_medical profession, with 
ancillary concern developing in a limited number of other areas. Likewise, 
progress in one’s career may be a matter settled primarily within one’s 
^ occupational setting. However, if each thrust toward improvement gen- 
jo erates an array of regressive reverberatidys across broad and disparate 
J domains, and if each definition of progress can be countered by significant 
$ alternatives within these domains, then circumscribed decision making 


Y _may have disastrous consequences. Or to put it conversely, the greater 
. G the array of perspectives brought to bear on proposals for progress and 
‘ their repercussions, the more congenial the outcome to society (and the 


XN 
Ñ x environment) at large. Postmodernism thus invites a dramatic increase 
N cin the parties given voice in making decisions for improvement. How are 


‚Na “weapons improvements” viewed by other nations, various religious 
groups, communities where stockpiling is to occur? How are improve- 

l, ments in medicine likely to affect hospital costs, population growth, the 
x social-security system? What effects are career advancement likely to have 
y on one’s children, one’s friendships, and the quality of life within the 
community? By expanding the number of perspectives, the issue does 
indeed grow in complexity. Without addressing this complexity, however, 


y r” the claim to progress is but a charade, 


Ly can facilitate this broadening colloquy. With the enormous increases in 
=m an a. ae a 
4 linkages of communication, the means are in place for far more extended 


= ~The same ie technology that sensi sitizes us to the plurality of perspectives 
\ 


\ and inclusionary decision making than was ever possible before. To create 
` \y an effective pluralism, we must (1) open the decision processes to a far 
We \ more extended audience, (2 ) substantially increase the number of indi- 
X viduals who could translate proposals of one group into the frameworks 

of others (how do “medical advances,” for example, affect the black pop- 

\ ulation, the holders of medical insurance policies, the aged, ete.?), and 

g (3) open the channels for feedback. Consider the case of representative 
N government in the United States. After election to Congress, the rep- 
S resentative virtually disappears from local view. Scant information is avail- 
able concerning most of the issues at stake, and the representative's 


position is rarely made clear. When local issues receive publicity their 
ae 
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definition is limited to either the representative's account or that of news i^ e 


reporters, Public input to the representative is generally limited to either 


$e 


mail or telegraph, or to voting some years later. In effect, the system of A RITE 
representation continues to operate according. to a nineteenth-century CLARE 
communications system and a modernist conception of a single truth. We B y 

must find means of furnishing continuous information to the public, en- ytt 
abling partisan interpretations to be made of the situation, and facilitating Pa gv! 2 
rapid reactions from the public. All of these ends might be accomplished, ~ 

for example, with the addition of UHF television channels and an array 

of 800 telephone numbers or interactive television devices. In effect, we 
possess the means by which our systems of representation may finally be 
brought into sync with the ideals of pluralist decision making.° 


FROM INDIVIDUALISM 


TO RELATIONAL REALITIES, 


[If we] can include everything coherently and harmoniously in an overall 
whole that is undivided, unbroken, and without a border, then . . . from 
this will flow orderly action within the whole. 
—David Bohm, Wholeness and the Implicate Order 
How Should Í live mg (te. G 

One ponders, “How should I live my life?” and considers the “desire 
for fulfilling works’ “needs for loving relationships,” “hopes for children, ~~~ 
“or wants for financial security.” One pauses to consider how the day or 
the evening should be spent, and again account is taken of one’s wishes, 
needs, hopes, and fears. Such contemplations are commonplace. Yet con- 
sider some contrasting possibilities. How often do we ask, for example, 
“I wonder what my family will do with its life?” “What will my community 


do this month?” or How will my marriage fare today?” We find it “only ~~ 


natural to contemplate our own personal desires, needs, wants, and fears 
and to direct our lives accordingly. It is awkward and confusing to lay the 


self aside and to focus on broader units of being. Relationships come and 


go, we believe, but self remains till death. The individual self is the center 


of society; relationships are but artificial by-products of interacting indi- 
Cidtuae. x pei Se(& £ dezty 


Yet what seems so natural and self-evident in daily life is both peculiarly 
Western and historically perishable. For many Asians, matters of self 
seem puny compared to concern for family; in Southeast Asia, the fate of 
community may far outweigh considerations of individual trajectory. Even 
within much of Western culture, not until the Enlightenment did indi- 


vidual worth and capabilities achieve hegemony over and against the more 
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holistic units of clan and community. At present, the concept of the 


virtually every aspect of cultural life. The economic system is based on 
the concept of the individual decision maker. Individuals have a right to 
choose what they buy and sell (including their labor), and when these 
rights are properly exercised, it is said, the result is prosperity for all. 


individual psyche as the wellspring of human action insinuates itself into 


€ 


The democratic system of government similarly relies on the concept of 


the individual voter. Again, it is believed, if each individual exercises his 
or her powers of reason and estimates of value, the result will be a common 
good. Both the system of justice and informal codes of morality are sim- 
ilarly focused on the individual, whose private intentions are base or 


honorable, and who must stand responsible for his or her actions. And, 


too, the vast majority of existing hierarchies—in systems of education, 


business, government, athletics, and so on—are based on the assumption , - 


of individual skills or achievements. -™ ha wd or Azs m mT. Jo 


~Both.the romantic and modernist conceptions of the person have con- 
tributed strongly to the individualistic perspective and its related insti- 
tutions. For the romantic, relationships such as marriage and friendship 
were surely significant—even sacred. However, their significance de- 
pended on their links to the deep interior. A relationship that united 
souls was profound; one bereft of such communion was merely profane. 
Similarly, modernism reasserted the importance of individual reason and 
observation for human action; one should listen not to authorities or 
groups but to the evidence of ones own reason and senses. The ideal 


deal _ 
human being under modernism was self-reliant, self-motivated, and self- 


directing. 


Although such terms as “individual rights,” “democracy,” “moral in- 


Be 
tegrity, “autonomy,” and “personal worth” have enormous rhetorical 


power, their very appeal acts as a barrier to critical scrutiny. Within recent 


E Pre 
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years, however, increasing numbers of scholars have pressed on to inquire 


y into the problems of individualism. What is the downside to the tradition 
me —> individualistic orientation favors a “me-first” pursuit of self-gratification. 


firs £ 


of individualism? Are there viable alternatives? In his widely discussed 
volume The Culture of Narcissism, Christopher Lasch argues that the 
7 
This pursuit trivializes emotional relationships, sexual intimacy, scholarly 
research, and political life, as each becomes an arena for, “getting one’s 
own,” In Habits of the Heart, the Berkeley sociologist Robert Bellah and 
his colleagues conclude that individualist ideology interferes with the 
development of commitment at every level of society, from marriage and 
community to participation in national politics. When the individual 
rationalizes his or her actions in terms of gains and losses to self, the 
conception of broader, public goods recedes from view, Such conceptions 
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are distinctly lacking from the culture, they argue; people fail to remain 

in relationships any longer than they can justify in terms of their own 

interest. Richard Sennett’s The Fall of Public Man compares the character 

of public life in earlier and less individualistic centuries with that of today.° 

He finds that our individualistic preoccupation with self, and concomitant 

fear of sincerity and self-revelation, militate against the kind of public life — — 

in which people mingle freely on the streets, in parks, or at public gath- 

erings and speak with civil constraint, without embarrassment, and with 

a sense of the common good. As he sees it, public life has given way to 

privatized, claustrophobic, and defensive modes of living. Š Py Alive life 
Others write of how individualism lends itself to a sense of isolation, 

loneliness, and anomie; promotes forms of economic exploitation; cham- 

pions a competitive as opposed to a cooperative view of international 

relations; and leads to a relentless plundering of natural resources in the 

service of competition and self-gratification. As individualism gains as- 


cendance, social Tife begins to approximate a Hobbesian condition of all 
against all. £ // AESLI 4st gll 
Such criticisms have sparked wide debate in recent years, Postmodern ig Vs 

thought adds important new dimensions to the arguments, for it brings 

the ontological fundamentals of individualism into question. As we have 

seen, under postmodernism, processes of individual reason, intention, 

moral decision making, and the like—all central to the ideology of in- 
dividualisr»—lose their status as realities. The boundaries of the individ- 

ual as a unit of reality blur; individuals are viewed as the product of social á ; 

on 
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Sidney Goodman's neo-realist work Figures in a Landscape adds visual dimension to the 


growing discontent with individualist ways of life. _ . y “ 
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e construction. Yet despite having deconstructed the reality of the individ-_ 
ual actor, we continue to speak of reason, emotion, memory and the like, _ 


and we must do it for some reason other than giving expression to inward 
impulses. From Wittgenstein to contemporary literary theory, scholars 


have concluded that the language of mental life gains its significance or 
meaning from its use in social life. The meanings of “good reasoning,” 


“bad intentions,” “accurate memory, and the like are determined by the 
way such words are used in carrying out relationships, 

The implications of this latter conclusion are of no small consequence, 
for as I suggested in chapter 6, they replace the individual as the center 
of human action with the relationship. Individuals themselves cannot 

ee eee ee 
“mean” anything; their actions are nonsensical until coordinated with the 
ED actions of others. If I extend my hand and smile, the gesture hovers at 
the edge of absurdity until reciprocated by another. My words don't 
become “communication” until they are treated by others as intelligible. 
And as so deftly portrayed in Jerzy Kosinskis Being There, even the 
language of an idiot can be profound in consequence if others treat it 
thusly. In effect, w when postmodern arguments are extended, we find it 


an v4 possible to replace an individualistic worldview—in which individual 


K but points the way to a new vocabulary of | being, T The ground of debate 
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minds are critical to human functioning—with a relational reality. We 


can replace the Cartesian dictum cogito ergo sum with communicamus 


ergo sum, for without coordinated acts of communication, there is simply ~- 
no “T” to be articulated.’ Y 
The postmodern turn thus not aot only de-c de- objectifies the individual self 


shifts significantly; no longer need we be concerned with the tyranny of 
what David Riesman called < d “groupness, ” ” in which private needs and 
desires are compromised by group deman group demands. ™ If individuals are by def- 
inition elements within relationships, they can neither stand apart from 
the social world nor be pushed and pulled by it, any more than the 
movements of a wave can be separated from or determined by the ocean. 
The sense of being threatened by the oppressive group becomes not a 
case of “me against the group, but of the conflict between one form of ce 
relatedness and another. y 

Similarly, as reality shifts toward relatedness, marriage and other forms X 
of comminata aee ea d. If committed intimacy proves saio 
the alternative is not one of “freedom from burdening responsibilities. 
One chooses not between relationship and individual autonomy, but be- 
tween varying forms of interdependence—between face-to-face connec- 
tion and symbolic community, or cross-time coherence and multiphrenic 
embeddedness. Those who live alone need not be pitied, however, for 
from the present view, we are never alone, even if isolated from others’ 
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physical presence. So long as our actions are intelligible, they are intel- 
ligible within a system of meaning. And meaning, as we have seen, is not 
the product of individual minds but of relationships. To act before wit- 
nesses does not render such actions more social. Living alone is simply 


: ee et ee 
one form of relatedness among others, with certain advantages and lia- 


bilities depending on one’s perspective and patterns of ongoing inter- 


change. Similarly, it is not the isolated individual who is born and who 


G dies: one is born into relatedness, both defined by it and defining of it. 


RRA | | Se ae is 
Upon one’s death, it is a pattern of relationships that perishes. 


These insights are unsteady and impertectly developed, because the 
discourse of relationship has scarcely been unfolded. A vast potential 


looms, but we cannot leap headlong into new vocabularies of being an 
: y 


more than we can speak a foreign language we have never heard. New 


vocabularies and related patterns of action must inevitably spring from 


what exists; they must gain strength and intelligibility from the patterns 
of interdependency in which we are already entwined. Chapter 6 explored 


several ways in which individual concepts of mind are currently being 


redefined in relational form. Autobiography, emotion, and moral decision 


making were “taken out of the head” and placed into the socius—recon- 


structed as achievements of relationship rather than of single individuals. 


In this way the traditional terms are retained, but the implications—both 


for language and for related action—are altered. Similar kinds of recon- 
———___ 


structions are now being invited across a broad spectrum. How can 
ol) 


practices and institutions traditionally expressed individualistieally be re- 
conceptualized as forms of relatedness? And what new alternatives for 


a 


action result? Let us briefly consider two possibilities: the stock markety% 2 
+, Hi 


and the judicial system. Ste clk Mar kefe Tad wi 


y The stock market, the heart of the capitalist process, is traditionally 


understood in individualistic terms. The behavior of the market is essen- 


E Rc A 
tially reducible to the rational decision-making processes of each partie- 
ipant, Each individual operates to maximize gains and minimize losses 

and the sum total of transactions constitutes the market outcome. Yet if 


“rational decision making” is not, as ventured in preceding chapters, a 
process within the mind, we can view the stock market as a pattern of 
interdependent relationships. In this context the market becomes intrigu- 
ing indeed. For in the society at large, the reality of money is fixed. There 
is such unequivocal agreement that a dollar is a dollar, a mark a mark, 


and so on, that the common reality is for all practical purposes objective. 


A 


Yet the stock market is a critical arena in which this common reality is 


ce eT em a er ġo 
suspended, is indeed opened for continuous renegotiation. The value of 
a given stock can be redefined either upward or downward. No inheren 
rules govern what form of intelligibility may enter the arena of negotiated 
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reality; no rational principles constrain the meanings that may be placed 


on cultural events. 


Having recast the stock market as a relational arena, we can confront 


a critical problem within the system. As brokers and their colleagues 


share speculations, doubts, and hopes about presidential promises, the 


effects of mergers, threats of war, popular sentiments, and so on, the 
market is subjected to radical, unsystematic fluctuation. Its ups and downs 
depend on the shifting mélange of conjectures and interpretations ex- 


changed by its participants, over which there appears to be limited con- 


straint. In this sense the economic well-being of the nation (and indeed 


the world) is built on an array of fragile and ever-shifting meanings. On 
any given day, a sudden scare in the Japanese market, opinion pertur- 
bations in the White House, or a shift in Arab oil policies could send the 
American economy into a brutal recession. If enormous swings in the 
market are to be avoided, if the economy is to be insulated against sudden 
catastrophe, the pipe tes ee eae 
voices. Communication linkages and feedback devices could provide con- 
stant input from the government, large corporations, economic theorists, 
and experts in other fields—politics, sociology, psychology. The effects 
of market realities are too far-reaching to be left to the informal, impulsive, 


and frenetic negotiations of a small and singularly preoccupied group of 


ersons 


Relational analyses can also be extended to the institution of justice. 


Postmodernism brings the concept of “voluntary decision r making” into 
critical focus. As the justification for such a belief deteriorates, the concept 
of the individual who chooses “wrong” loses tenability. To be sure, in- 
dividuals break the law, but from the postmodern perspective, such ac- 
tions should be attributed not to the individual alone but to the array of 
relationships in which he or she is a part. “The crime is but a manifestation 
of these relationships—the ordinary complicities of daily life. (See the 


“discussion of lying in chapter 6.) This perspective is slowly beginning to 


PRATHER, 
enter contemporary legal practice. For example, in suburban Philadelphia 


a woman in army fatigues entered a shopping mall and began firing at 
the customers, killing and wounding several before being apprehended. 
From the individualistic standpoint, she alone was responsible for her 
actions. With more relational considerations at hand, however, lawyers 
have broadly extended the network of responsibility, bringing suit against 
mental-health officials who knew of her distraught condition, the local 
police department which was also aware of the potential danger she posed, 


the shopping mall for its poor security measures, the shop that sold her 
a weapon, and so on. This mode of justice is strongly favored by the 
relational stance, and could usefully be expanded throughout jurispru- 
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dence. '? As the traditional concept of “immoral decisions” becomes moot, 

the issue is not to extend the boundaries of guilt. Rather, it is to reduce 

the myopia of “every man for himself” and to vitally expand sensitivity 

to the network of relations in which we participate. As the theologian 

Catherine Keller writes, “Only a self forged in the image of an inner_ 
hardness, mistaken for integrity, could separate itself from the matrix of 

all life.” en ja 
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Reality was once a primitive method of crowd control that got out of {£ h zt 
hand. In my view, its absurdity dressed up in a three-piece business ų $ 
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suit... . I can take it in small doses, but as a lifestyle T find it too 5A r 
confining. OL 
—Jane Wagner, The Search for Signs of Intelligent Life in the Universe. @ Sa 
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Consider the object in your hand—obviously a book. And if it is a book, 
it is primarily there to be read. But how else could it be defined? It could 
also be used as fuel for a fire, a paperweight, a doorstop, a gavel (rapped 
to gain attention), an instrument of aggression (when hurled across the - 
room), and poor-quality toilet paper (oh no, not my book!). Let us cee 
still further. In what sense is this object a crocodile (attempting to devour 
one’s mind), a seducer (luring the reader into its keep), a river (of flowing 
words), or a battle cry (stirring one to arms against old rhetoric)? If we 
remain in the modernist tradition, simply “telling it like it_is,” these 
alternatives are suppressed. As a result, so are the actions invited by the 
alternative definition. If this is truly a book, there is little more than 
reading to be done with it. Expand the vocabulary, and its capacities are 
multiplied. Press the vocabulary into the realm of metaphor, and the 


envelope of limitations begins to vanish. And what but social convention 
am e—a e ee, a 
favors its existence as a book? DO La 4 CoV VECUut?l ot. ~» -' 


—+ And so it is with conceptions of the person. If our vocabulary of un- Z 
derstanding self and others is constrained, so is the range of intelligible beck 


i 


actions. Consider the romantic and modernist views of the person. Such == 
views approximate closed systems, sets of propositions that cohere within pa 


themselves, but that deny alternative accounts of reality. They define the PF 
person in certain ways, but fail to recognize other possibilities. To a point, V ( On 
they are totalizing—complete within themselves, insulated from self- 4 { 

criticism. And, because they admit only a specialized vocabulary of 2 ^ 


understanding, they place important limits over human action. For ex- )/> 
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\ a ample, the committed romanticist may avoid “obviously rational” options 
because they do not “feel right,” or resonate with intuition or spirit. 
{L Personal losses may y throw the romanticist into long and pai painful periods 
f grief, remorse, or thoughts of suicide. The romanticist fails to appreciate 
the beauty of the rational plan, the simple but functional architectural 
ie line, the impact of a single-hued canvas, or the sensuality of musical 
x: sounds for their own sake. And the romanticist cannot easily devote time 
and energy to his or her children with confidence in a lasting outcome, 
or participate in a community of scientists with the satisfying sense that 
the future can be controlled. The romanticist may view with antipathy 
‘those who hold fast to a job for the sake of security, who strive to accu- 
mulate wealth, who dress for success, who advise and consent, and whose 
friendships are used as “connections.” 
\\ N At the same time, the modernist is locked within a conceptual world 
in which there is little possibility of being swept away in a tide of blissful 
SH enchantment (“immature, unreasonable . . . and dangerous”). A jaun- 
diced eye is similarly turned toward spiritual experiences, mysticism, and — 
a sense of bonded unity with nature. Impetuous actions, defiance of the 
normal, Dionysian revelry—all are subverted by the modernist quest. 
« Further, the sense of loyalty or deep commitment—either to persons or 
to ideals—is lacking from the modernist approach. The modernist will 
avoid close contact with the devoutly religious, eccentrics, and the men- 
tally ill, all of whom seem moved by forces beyond reas reason And, while 
paying special attention to the young and “unformed,” the modernist 
scorns the elderly and the infirm (they do not serve a useful function). 
As Paul Ricoeur has concluded, each form of universalization “constitutes 
a sort of subtle destruction, not only of traditional cultures . . . but also 
of . . . the creative nucleus of great cultures, that nucleus on the basis 
of which we interpret life . . . the ethical and mythical nucleus of man- 
kind.” Fa eaa 
In The Battle for Human Nature, Barry Schwartz, describes how mod- 
ernist conceptions of social science are obliterating the traditional lan- 
guage of morality. For example, modernist economic theory is largely 
based on a view of rational man, busily maximizing gains and minimizing 
losses.’ Similarly, behaviorist theory in psychology holds that people act 
primarily to achieve rewards and avoid punishment, and evolutionary 
_z/ biology proposes that human beings act in ways that sustain and proliferate 
Jeet their own genes, insuring | the survival of the 1 next generation. These \ 
my influential theories ‘work in. harmony, proposes Schwartz, each painting 
a picture of “natural man” as fundamentally greedy and self-centered. As 
these intelligibilities become accepted truth within society, they justify 
certain ways of life. People learn that self-centered actions are “only 
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natural”; altruistic activity is against nature. The language of morality— 
largely romanticist—simultaneously falls into disuse. If people are just 
naturally self-centered, then there is little reason to argue that they should 
“not be. This would be similar to arguing that it is immoral for people to 
breathe. A modernist might search for technical means of curbing natural 
greed (increased surveillance, police protection). However, to resort to 
a language of moral good, a discourse concerning what is just and good e 
in human action, is simpl ; a waste of effort—equivalent to discussing the 
nature of heaven. In the hands of modernist discourse, moral deliberation 
is increasingly forced to life’s margins. 
In this context, the postmodern turn is instructive. From the post- D 4 > 
— modern perspective both the romantic and modern realities are relativ- are relativ- 
ized. Convictions that people do (or do not) possess an unconscious mind, 
soul, intrinsic worth, inherent rationality, sincerity, personality traits, 
and so on, turn strange. These are, after all, ways of talking, not reflections 
of the actual nature of persons. In contrast to the narrow range of options 
and the oppressive restraints favored by totalizing systems of understand- 
ing, postmodernism opens the way to the full expression of all discourses, 
to a free play of discourses. The Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin 
used the term heteroglossia to ‘to refer to the multiple multiplex nature of language 
within a culture.” The existing language of any culture bears the remnants 
and admixtures of languages from various subcultures and historical eras. 
In this sense, postmodernism invites a heteroglossia of being, a living out 
of the multiplicity of voices within the sphere of human possibility. For 
the postmodern, the vocabularies of personhood are less mirrors of truth 
than they are means of relating. There is little reason to suppress any 
voice. Rather, with each new vocabulary or form of expression, one ap- 
ropriates the world in a different way, sensing aspects of existence in 
ae thatare hidden orabscat in another opening capacities for relat- 7 
edness in one modality that are otherwise hindered., d é / 
In this respect, neither the romantic nor the modern traditions need yee 
be lost from the culture. Modernist attributes of the person such as / e 
rationality, sincerity, and perfectibility need not be abandoned, nor must 
modernist forms of relationship—investing in children, building hierar- , Z 
chies, conducting science, building for the future—be ultimately, con- x 
demned, Rather than viewing such concepts and actions as true, final, 
and superior, however, we can see them as potentials. To draw from the © 
discussion in chapter 7, they are serious games, cultural life-forms that [ ue 
possess internal coherence and a local validity. In the same way, the CG 


nuh 


postmodernist perspective invites a resuscitation of romanticism. A person 


need not be embarrassed to speak of his or her soul, passion, or com- 
munion with nature. Further, we are invited to reinvigorate the language 


PM ts - - Vege bylavy 7 Meaus 


RECKONING nn ELAT 


ee ye) Shays w 24 7 Wot A Yili. cs | 


~— 


2 Ja piedi 


of morality, not because moral principles furnish solutions to life’s prob- 


lems but because moral discourse is embedded within and serves to 
sustain particular cultural patterns. ' Through postmodernism, then, both 
modernism and romanticism are revitalized, but neither to the exclusion a 
of the other. They take their places as significant and substantial entries 
into the array of serious games developed and elaborated by the culture 
over the centuries. 2 yi tain is al FS np 2$ 

It is also apparent that the process of enriching the discourse of the ¢ E 
self only begins with the romantic and modern motifs. From the post- 
modern perspective, we are invited to inquire into eras long past as well. 
How might our capacities for relating be expanded through exploring the 
mystery of Mithraic cults, rekindling the Dionysian impulse, reestablish- 
ing courtly manners, or mastering the possibilities of asceticism? All are 
cultural patterns—languages and forms of relationship—that have grown 
into disuse, and yet, like Greek statues or Renaissance paintings, they 
can still activate our potentials. Consider the concept of sophrosyne, 
focally important for Homeric Greeks, but now largely lost from usage. 9 — 
As we might now appropriate the concept, it would refer to a special 
virtue: the harmonious blending of intense passion and perfect control. 

f For the Greeks, sophrosyne was symbolized by the image of a charioteer, — 
gracefully guiding and holding in check his spirited horses. Could such 
an image not be incorporated into contemporary activities—replacing 
victory, for example, as the goal of athletic training, or profit as the chief 
aim of executive life?” 

Further, we are invited to expand outward, to incorporate the possi- 
bilities inherent in other cultural forms—borrowing and integrating in- 
telligibilities from Asian, Polynesian, Arab, Indian, and African cultures. 
Consider, for example, the concept of amae, central to relationships in 

ae Japan but for which there is no exact translation in English. Amae is akin 
to our concept of dependency, but it also implies that the c the dependent one 
may coax and play, and seek another's indulgence with sweet et and lovin; loving 
innocence. Amae may characterize the relationship between p parents and | 
children, or between adults.” The creative development and expansion 
of this discourse (and related patterns of action) might serve as an in- 
valuable alternative in the West to the emphasis placed on autonomy and 
personal control. At a time when the evils of “codependency” are so 
broadly assailed ed by n mental- health professionals, a linguistic space is much 
needed for positive ways of viewing bonded relationships. 

This openness to multiplicity has much in common with Robert Jay 
Lifton’s concept of the protean life-style.” He proposes that the image 

_ of Proteus, the sea god of Greek mythology—who could change his shape 
from wild boar to dragon to fire or flood—is reflected increasingly in 
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The British artists Gilbert and George represent their work as an outcome not of the single 


creative mind, but of their relationship. They also find within ‘the postmodern context a 
means of revitalizing a spiritual language. 


contemporary life-stvles. The protean style is characterized by a contin- 
uous flow of being, without obvious coherence through time. As a protean 


————— 


being, one “holds in one's head, and does frequently and in a great variety 


of ways, images ; that are contradictory and seem to take one in opposite 
directions simultaneously.” Experimentation with being, risk, and ab- 
surdity is characteristic of the style. David Miller is similarly sensitive to 
this emerging orientation in his description of the new w polytheism. 23 Ais 
Miller describes it, this emerging pattern is “a matter rof the “radical_ 


experience of equally real, but mutually exclusive aspects “of the self. 
Se 


Personal identity cannot seem to be fixed. . . . The person experiences 
himself as many y selv es, each of which is feft to oe e.. a life of its own, 


coming and g going without regard to the centered will 7 a single ego. a 


And, “surprisingly, the experience is not sensed as pathology.’ 5 Miller 
views such an orientation as vastly liberating. In this sensitivity to multiple 
forms of spirituality, he sees the possibility for a person to “move mean- 
ingfully through a pluralistic universe.” 

By contrast, to strive for singular truths, superior reasons, foundational 
moralities, or standardized modes of comportment within a culture is to 
reduce the options for relating—both within the culture and in relation- 


Re ad. g 
wy | 


Ji a Dra Con, ey yy, fox Ve Æ L h i h f D / 
Ce ii me eae vb € re ty E SK 2 OQ Ns lq SE 4 
f 
RECKONING AND RELATIVITY 
} f 
is [Iy] j 4 Ag f ( 
As (UBS ULES E 


d 


ships outside it. As the topspin and the slice expand the vocabulary of a 
neophyte tennis player, so opening the culture to the influence of alter- 
native intelligibilities increases its potential for getting on in its games. 


If we view anger, for example, as a biological urge, triggered by frustrating 


circumstances and largely beyond conscious control, we come to take 


bursts of hostility to be normal and wife-battering and child abuse to_be 


unfortunate by-products of the human constitution. If the concept of anger 
is successfully reconceptualized as a form of cultural performance—sus- 
tained by cultural models and built into patterns “of relationship—new 
attitudes, treatments, and legal procedures are opened for experimen- 
_tation. ap 

For the more practically minded, such expansion has enormous im- 
plications. Each cultural form—each language of understanding—offers 
only a limited range of solutions to the problems confronting a culture. 
To break the bonds of any “given” —in government, EBs education, 
Traditional educational practices are > built aroun improving the Sas 
of single individuals. Sustained by modernist assumptions, teachers and 
professors take the role of authorities in a given subject, their task to fill 
the students’ minds with knowledge of their specialty. The postmodernist, 
however, would view academic subjects as forms of discourse peculiar to 
communities (biologists, economists, etc.) engaged in different activities. 
Students themselves are experts within the discourses of their own par- 
ticular subcultures—languages that help them to maintain their life-styles 
and adapt to the world as they construct it, Thus, education should not 
be a matter of Pelagia, aie tines poor’ with “superior” knowledge, but should 
be a dialogue, in which all subcultures may benefit from the discourses 
of their neighbors. Teachers would invite students into modes of dialogue 
as participants rather than pawns, as collaborative interlocutors instead 
of slates to be filled. Ideally, the circumscribed discourse of “the disci- 
plines” should also be rendered vulnerable—opened to extension, 
elaboration, and enrichment through the commingling of languages. Ex- 
periments with this kind of interactive education are taking place with 
increasing frequency. Postmodernist writings furnish such experiments 
with a supportive context.2 

In the world of business, the implications are again substantial. The 
modernist organization was established around a guiding rationale—a 
“theory of the firm”—to be carried out under the guidance of corporate 
managers. From the postmodern standpoint, however, leaders lose their 
credibility_as “superior knowers,” and guiding rationales prove empty. 


The very possibility of a single indivi dual, or a small group, determining 


the actions of the whole is challenged, for this small minority can see the 
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world in only a circumscribed way, and can contemplate but poorly the 

myriad forms of relationship in which their colleagues are engaged. Post- 
modernism thus replaces the emphasis on the rational and superior leader 
with a sharing of realities across the subcultures of the organization. The 
organization must be open to the shared realities outside its boundaries, 
not only in order to increase its own argots for action, but so as to become 
more intelligible and integrated into the culture at large.” As many or- 
ganizations are now finding, it is ; useful to loosen ties with various sub- 
units—with research wings, marketing departments, personnel training, 
and the like—and to encourage thes these groups to furnish services to other 
firms. Working in this semiautonomous way, such units thus take on 
functions within multiple organizations. They play a common role within 
a variety of different settings, “flexible specialists” whose ever-expanding 
stock of “local knowledges” render them effective. 

Finally, consider the therapeutic implications of postmodernism. Tra- 
ditional practices of therapy, guided by both romanticism and modernism, 
place the therapist in the role of the expert who goes about assessing the é 
problem of the individual mind, locating repressions, conflicts, miscon- : 
ceptions, or cognitive aberrations, and correcting such deficits through Í 
therapy. Under postmodernism, not only is the therapist’s expertise in 


3 `N 
mental matters thrown into jeopardy, but the very reality of a her the | ay 
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with a “mind to be known and corrected” loses credibility. Rather, the A 
individual is viewed as a participant in multiple relationships, with “the 
problem” only a problem because of the way it is constructed in certain 
of these relations. The challenge to the therapist is thus to facilitate 
renegotiation of the meaning system within which “the problem” exists. 
The therapist actively enters dialogue with those who maintain the prob- 
lem definition, not as a clairvoyant, but as a coparticipant in the construc- 
tion of new realities. The emphasis may be placed on new narratives 
and metaphors for understanding one’s life and improving skills for ne- 
gotiating meaning. Spey jae Spon 
The advantages of opening the door to multiple realities are slowly 

being realized within the culture more generally. With the waning of 
modernist demands for singular truths, societies as organized machines, 
and a singular narrative of progress, appreciation grows for local cultures, 
deviant truths, and exotic traditions. In Lyotard’s terms, we are invited 
to “gaze in wonderment at the possible diversity ™ of human patterning. 
In architecture this consciousness is manifest in the trend toward region- 
alism, or making use of the local traditions of design (as opposed to the | 
International Style favored by modernism). In the performing arts we/ 
‘find a trend toward tribalism, an increased valuing of ethnic and =e a 
traditions as they may fill out possibilities for aesthetic or dramatic expres- 
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sion.® In the political arena we find strong moves toward localism. Cities 
and small towns increasingly remove themselves from state and national 
dependency, as they locate linkages (through technology) | to those who 
more directly share in their concerns.*! To be sure, these celebrations of 
variation are not without cost. The same technologies that undermine the 
dreams of “one great truth” also bring these voices into contact, and thus 
conflict. 


CONFLICT AND CONVERGENCE 


I had grown inside me a list of over two hundred things that I had to tell 
my mother so that she would know the true things about me and to stop 
the pain in my throat... . There were my fights at Chinese school. And 
the nuns who kept stopping us in the park . . . to tell us that if we didn’t 
get baptized we'd go to a hell like one of the nine Taoist hells for- 
ever... . And the Mexican and Filipino girls at school who went to 
“confession,” and how I envied them their white dresses and their chance 
each Saturday to tell even thoughts that were sinful. If only I could let 
my mother know the list, she—and the world—would become more like 
me, and I would never be alone again. 


—Maxine Hong Kingston, The Woman Warrior 


Totalizing discourses have a final deficit. Not only do such systems 


truncate, oppress, and obliterate alternative forms of social life; they also 
set the stage for schism. To be convinced of the “truth” of a discourse is 


to find the alternatives foolish or fatuous—to slander or silence the out- 


side. Warring camps are developed that speak only to themselves, and 
that seek means of destroying others’ credibility and influence (and life), 
all with an abiding sense of righteousness. As modernism gained hege- 
mony, for example, religion was forced out of college curricula and re- 


placed by science, the eloquent were replaced by the efficient, school 


prayer was replaced by guidance counseling, organizational loyalty by 


systems analysis, and psychoanalysis by cognitive therapy. As such tran- 
sitions occur, subcultures form of “fools and knaves’—those who, from 


one standpoint or another, “don’t know what they are talking about,” “are 
deluded” or “absurd,” or “immoral.” At the same time, the oppressed 


countercultures strive—heroically, from their standpoint—to return so- 
ciety to a right-minded path. When convinced of the truth or right of a 
given worldview, a culture has only two significant options: totalitarian 
control of the opposition or annihilation of it. F 

Totalitarianism is no longer a viable option, for as modernists put the 
case, democracy is now victorious; there remain no viable competitors 
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a within the major nations of the world. To the extent that the term de- 
mocracy refers to a pluralism of expressions, the modernists may be 
correct. One should not thereby draw the conclusion, however, that 
“democracy” (however defined)it is now proven superior to all other forms 
of social organization. The present pluralism of expression seems most 
appropriately attributed to the century's explosion of the technologies of 
social saturation. As these technologies have seeped into the practices of 
everyday life, patterns of information exchange have become relatively 
uncontrollable. Citizens exposed to an ever-expanding array of perspec- 
tives may on short notice join in symbolic communities with others from 
around the globe (see chapters 7 and 8). Totalitarian forms of governance 
cannot easily function because they simply do not have the tools to subvert 
such processes. It could not happen in the Soviet Union and China, and 


it will become increasingly difficult for any future regime. 
a potentiay F 


In Western culture, then, we find ourselves confronting 
chaos of conflict, Each symbolically related subculture becomes increas- 
ingly free to claim the right of its rationality, its forms of value, and its 
patterns of action. How can the resulting chaos be resolved? It is to this 
criticism that postmodernism is most vulnerable. For the postmodern 
there is no transcendent reality, rationality, or value system with which 
to rule between competitors. Or, in MacIntyre’s terms, “There is no other 
way to engage in the formulation, elaboration, rational justification, and 
criticism of accounts of practical rationality and justice except from within rel 
some particular tradition.”*? To romanticists and modernists, this conclu- 


sion seems nothing short of a monstrous relativism. Romanticists decry 
postmodernism’s moral relativism; for them, to abandon moral principles, 
and thus withdraw from the decision-making process, is itself a form of 
immorality. For modernists, moral commitments are merely irrational 
matters of the heart; they chastise postmodernists’ ontological relativism, _ 
or inability to rule between competing accounts to find what is objectively 
the case. Postmodernism fails to give any credence to the possibility of 
adjudication by virtue of good reason, which modernists fear will cause ( ¢ 
society to revert to a process of ` ‘might makes right.” 

Such critics are correct in attributing a certain degree of moral and yy 
ontological relativism to postmodernism. Postmodernist arguments chal- 
lenge the possibility of transcendentally right or wrong answers—based 
on either moral or rational standards. What the critics fail to recognize, 
however, is that the major schisms within or between cultures derive not 
from relativism, but from the very forms of totalization that the critics Lit 
themselves encourage. It is the commitment to an “ethically” or “ration- 5S 
ally” superior standpoint that sets the stage for the kind of separatism, y” 
name-calling, and defamation that breeds civil strife. Principled solu- 
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i tions” will inevitably favor one side or another; adherence to such solutions 

a is only mystified by the claim to clairvoyance on moral or rational grounds. 

AB l Thus, the kinds of principles favored by romanticists and modernists do 

less to solve conflicts than to fertilize the absolutist soil from which they 

spring. With the full flowering of postmodernism, the very concept of 

“foundational conflicts” between good and evil, true and false, rational 

and irrational would dwindle into obscurity. To silence, incarcerate, or 

kill adherents of differing political, religious, economic, or ethical dis- 

courses (and their related practices) would cease to make sense. Such 

actions would be akin to Wagner-lovers burning the works of Verdi, 

baseball fans setting terrorist bombs in football stadiums, or Chinese 

gourmands sending freedom fighters to liberate the guests at French 
restaurants. 

Is there any reason to anticipate the emergence of such tolerance and 
integration of perspectives? It is on this point that the technologies of 
social saturation, and the accompanying alteration in self-definition, are 
most optimistic. For as such technologies become increasingly effective, 
we become increasingly populated with the identities of others, and come 
increasingly to recognize the extent of our relational embeddedness. As 


this occurs, the separation between self and other becomes diminished, 


and warfare becomes a nonsensical proposition. 


The globalizing of business perhaps contributes most to the growing 
consciousness of relatedness. Since the 1960s, the growth of transnational 
businesses has been little short of phenomenal. Every ten years the av- 
erage multinational enterprise has ‘added subsidiaries in seven new coun- 
tries, with many companies now reaching a global limit.” In 1989 U.S. 
companies increased their investments in Western Europe alone by $19 
billion, compared with a little over $3 billion in 1988." Any transnational 
with a home base in a given nation n is now dependent on the actions of 
participants—both personnel and customers—throughout the world. For- 


# such companies as Exxon, IBM, Kodak, and Coca-Cola, among many 


others, over 60 percent of the profits are from the foreign” sector.” 
Because the size of many transnational businesses eclipses the gross 


national product of many nations, government policies are also influenced 
by business investments. As the transnationals move toward interde- 
pendence, governmental policies must become increasingly sensitive to 
the collective linkage of fates. The very idea of independent or sovereign 
nations is thrown into question.** For many businesspeople, the impetus 
toward national sovereignty interferes with economic transactions across 
cultures, and is thus to be discredited. It is in this climate that the nation- 
states of Europe are giving up much of their autonomy to form the Eu- 
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ropean Community. As consciousness of interdependence expands, so *# 
withers the distinction between self and other, mine and yours. =~ 
The breakdown in the sense of self vs. other is also facilitated by the 
complicated financial and investment patterns fostered by transnational 


O pe ea 
business. It is increasingly difficult to determine the national or even local 


4 which was alien is now within. 


point of origin of a company—where it “belongs,” or with what people a çl 
it is to be identified. For example, Americans think of British Petroleum Bee! 
as essentially British—despite its being multinational. In fact, as Robert 


pe pr 
Horton, top executive at BP, announced, “Fifty-five percent of BP’s assets Pe 
are in the United States. Were much more American than we are eu’ M 
British!” Similarly, if we look more closely we find that Columbia Pic- “534 
tures and CBS Reeords—both so quintessentially American—are owned (i u i 
by Sony. RCA Records and Doubleday books are owned by the German 3 
firm of Bertelsmann A.G.; the Manhattan Savings Bank is owned by the Ay Mei 


Lebanese Edmond Safra; and England’s Grand Metropolitan Ltd. owns 
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both Pillsbury and Burger King. The picture grows even more complex 6 We! š 


when we consider the growing pattern of multiple investments. For ex- S Uf P 
ample, the People’s drugstore and Roy Rogers chains seem “down-home” 

American, yet both are subsidiaries of the Canadian firm Imasco Ltd. 

However, because of its heavy investments in Canada, England’s B.A.T. 

lists Imasco as its subsidiary.” 

Coupled with the international expansion of business is the continuous 
exchange of culture. In the final analysis, it is not simply “economie 
commodities” that are moving about the ‘zlobe, but cultural artifacts. 
Embodied in the imported automobiles, clothing, foodstuffs, entertain- 
ments, pharmaceuticals, and computers are values, tastes, and desires. 
As the produets insinuate themselves into cultural patterns, the coherence 
of the traditions begins to erode. As Westerners incorporate Zen medi- 
tation, aikido, Toyota, Kurosawa, and sushi into their life-styles, and as 


Japanese buy Springsteen records, hamburgers, Picassos, and Times 


Square, the-cultures incorporate fragments of each other's identities. That 
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Transnational businesses have developed largely in response to eco- yi if 


nomic incentives. But a second movement deserves attention—less vis- 
ible perhaps, but empowered by the kinds of ideals that fire one’s 
fantasies. On the grassroots level, the technologies of saturation have 


facilitated the development of some 20,000 transnational organizations— 
most of them emerging since 1950—devoted to social change. The Hun- NN 
ger Project, the World Health Assembly, the International Physicians for 
the Prevention of Nuclear War, the Nature Conservancy, Greenpeace, 
and the International Foundation for the Survival and Development of 
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Z Humanity are illustrative of the kinds of global social change organizations 
(GSCOs) that are springing into existence. Significantly, all these orga- 
nizations cut across national boundaries, exist as entities outside the 
nation-state, and bring together peoples who have otherwise existed in a 
state of mutual indifference or antagonism. Further, there are indications 
that such organizations can be effective. For example, the World Health ~~ 
Assembly declared in 1980 that smallpox had been e eradicated from the 
planet. It was the first global problem in human history to be solved by 
organized action on a world scale. As the technologies become more 
effective, the potentials of such organizations are enhanced.°? 


At this point, one can also one can also appreciate more fully the postmodern em- 


Oh phasis on self-reflexivity, irony, lexivity, irony, and play (as discussed in chapters 5 and 7). 


As we become aware that our sayings lack foundation in either passion or 
reason, and as our commitments slowly reveal themselves as postures, we 
can scarcely avoid a sense of deep humility.*° We can hardly advocate our 
own beliefs, reasons, and passions above all others, for the very effort attests 
to the hollowness of their bases. And we are thusinvited to defuse the heg 
emonic explosive—to remove the detonators of “ultimate significance’ 
and “greatest good.” At least one commentator, Mark Taylor, locates in 
the postmodern deconstruction of the self the potentiality for a new the- 
ology—or, in his term, a/theology—in which the “free play of carnival and 
comedy overturns every form of repressive transcendence. * The endless 
wandering in the maze of meaning, the breaking down of oppositions, and 
the inability to fix finally the good and the real engenders, for Taylor (quotin 
Altizer), a state of mazing grace, “a way of totally loving the world and 
a way ( (cating) alors tee Fintime and world in which God is dead.” 

It would be a mistake to paint the picture of postmodern conflict res- 
olution tout en rose, Full integration of identities and interests across 
cultural groups is far from apparent, and the available technologies enable 
new social movements to flower at any time.* We confront lethal conflicts 
between pro- ro-life and pro-choice groups; ‘Irish Catholics and Protestants: 
Israelis and Palestinians; Castilian and Basque separatists: and South Af- 
rican white supremacists and black nationalists. Further, because systems _ 
of belief and action often impinge on each hra threatening mutual 
destruction, agonies of contradiction will always be present. Neo-Nazis, 
drug dealers, the KKK, and the Mafia all represent ways of life that are 
coherent, intelligible, a and even moral for the participants. ts. However, in 
posing such a lethal threat to neighboring peoples, such forms of life pose 
significant problems indeed. a aes 

~ I can see no simple solutions to such conflicts; some are embedded so 
deeply within cultural traditions that centuries of strife may be necessary 
before they abate. However, r postmodern perspective does invite 
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certain modes of easing the intensity of such antagonisms. “ Three of these 
are particularly worthy of comment. st 
“The first.is to shift the majonfocus from principles to participants. It l 
is traditional in Western culture to respond to conflict by locating an 
abstract system of justification, rules, principles, or laws that can save us 
from our differences. In medieval times, people looked to biblical scrip-_ 
ture for solutions; romanticists sought moral principles; modernists relied 
on sound reason. From the postmodern perspective, however, principled 
solutions are futile and misleading. None are nonpartisan; each proposes 

a specific worldview and thus favors those positions and persons consistent 
with it (so that solving a problem by “logical means” will derogate those 


for whom emotional truths prevail). And no system of language allows —__ 


derivations to specific realities; nothing about the concept of “justice” 
tells us where it should be applied. ether a rule or criterion applies 


in a given situation depends on a local process of negotiation; and any 


abstraction (moral injunction or rational principle) may be applied any- 
where if the participants have the negotiating skills. 


Rather than permitting us to take misguided comfort in transcendent 0a 
principles, postmodernism confronts us with the immediacy of interde- 


pendence. We are discouraged fron ged from seeking refuge in systems of lan- a cf 
guage believed to be outside and above us, there (like God or the Con-C 0 41 a 
stitution) to guide us in times of crisis. Rather, we are alone together in TT 

our strife. By resorting to abstract systems of justice, laws, and moral 


codes, we succeed primarily in lending virtue to our own position, for- 


tifying our sense of righteous purpose, and further denigrating the op- 
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position. Postmodernism urges us to abandon such activities in favor of 


direct interchange with the other. What is the worldview within which 
their actions are intelligible and good? What place do we hold in that 
worldview? How do they perceive our view and their place within it? 
Rather than shutting out the voices of drug dealers, Mafiosi, and the KKK 
from the public forum, it is important _to expand the possibilities for 
dialogue. Fọr most of society such persons age “the other,” alien and 


despised; for most participants in such groups society at large occupies 


a similar position. With the enormous expansion in the technologies 


of human connection, means are now available for overcoming these j 
barriers. m 
Second, we should recognize that those we call enemies are enemies 3 


O a 


only by virtue of our own perspectives; were there no systems of belief, 
there would | be no antagonists. We ourselves create the conditions for 
antagonism. “Instead, forms of dia forms of dialogue should be encouraged that free 
the signifiers—that break down existing structures of language and enable 


disparate discourses to commingle. As genres blur, we are able to see 
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how antitheses develop from the use of language itself, and how the 


ws of one belief system derive their meaning from those of 
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among antagonists. New historical narratives may be required that bring 
causes closer together, or demonstrate similarities of heritage. Hopefully, 
as the signifiers begin to mingle and the boundary between intelligibilities 
deteriorate, so will antagonisms in word and action recede. Pro-life and 
pro-choice advocates, for example, seldom perceive the “lived realities” 
of the opposition. There are other possible metaphors around which the 
definition of “human being” may be constructed than those now sepa- 
rating such groups. And both share a common history of values, the very 
commonality of which forms the basis for the antagonism. With less resort 
to laws and abstract rights, and greater emphasis on open and creative 
> dialogue about people’s daily lives, there is hope for a grafting of mutually 
vy incorporating intelligibilities.* Ft iS 
h ____ Finally, the resolution of existing conflicts must press beyond dialogue. 


Wittgenstein once pointed, out that although a committed realist and an 
enthusiastic idealist might disagree philosophically on the nature of real- 
ity, when it came time to raising their children, they would both speak 
about the world in roughly the same way: Each will “teach his children 
the word ‘chair’ after all, for of course, he Ranks to teach them to do this 
and that, e. t, e.g., to fetch a chair. fetch a chair.” Then, Wittgenstein asks, “Where will 
be the difference between what the idealist-educated children say and 
the realist ones? Won't the difference only be one of the battle cry?” 
The point has important implications for the reduction of conflict. First, 
many conflicts may be primarily a matter of battle cries. Differences in 
religious or political beliefs, for example, may have little important bearing 
on more general styles of life. These beliefs are essentially forms of dis- 
— course, and to do battle over one way of talking as opposed to another is 
gratuitous indeed. Again the postmodern warning against the objectif- (V1 
cation of discourse is apposite. Second, and most important for present * _/ 
purposes, we confront in this instance the limits of linguistic interchange. 
For in many cases, there may be significant conflict in ways of life— l 
patterns of education, cleanliness, intimacy, economic activity. And even 
if means could be located of reconciling disparate realities, these conflicts 
would remain. Attention may usefully shift, then, from the linguistic 
negotiation of reality to the coordination ofactions in everyday life. Putting 
belief systems aside, can persons locate means of integrating disparate ` 
life-styles? There are promising examples: the way athletes and musicians 
from all walks of life generate smooth and effective teams or musical 
__ groups, and the ways business executives and scientists s from « conflicting 
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cultural backgrounds work together to generate multinational corporations | 

and cooperative research undertakings. Similar undertakings are required 

for successful bridging of life-styles. TR 

~ Although each of these options is invited by a postmodern posture, 
postmodern thought does not in itself opt for the abolition of m of conflict. M 
When conflicts are untenable, postmodernism opens the way to means sven 
of melding; from the postmodern perspective, however, a certain degree 

of conflict in society is both unavoidable and desirable. It is unavoidable, 

for to speak within a discourse at all is to take a certain moral or political 
stand against others. “Every discourse, by operating under certain as- 
sumptions, necessarily excludes other assumptions. Above all, our dis- 
courses exclude those others who might disrupt the established 
hierarchies or challenge the prevailing hegemony of power,” says David 
Tracy.*” Thus, there will always be a tension between those within a 


discourse and those marginalized by it And, if deep and destructive 

schisms are to be avoided, there is reason for setting the signifiers free, 

generating C eop ion iie realities, and breaking down the internal logics 
a UL ee EE a 


of the dominant discourses.** 


This is a good point to end this book. The text now speaks of flowering 
forms of relatedness, a growing consciousness of global interdependence, 


an organic relationship to our planet, and the withering of lethal conflict— 


all so hopeful in implication. But is this not to indulge once again in 
romanticist dreams of the good society, and to invoke the great modernist 
narrative of progress? Are we not, at last, merely giving way to the 
traditional pleasures of the text? Reflexive reconsideration is required: 
can we now blend these richly elaborated discourses into new forms of 
serious games that can take us beyond text and into life? And can we do 
so without losing sight of context and contingency, without making fast 
the language, or formulating final solutions? We move now beyond the 


speakable to action. 
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it is to be a self, or the fundamental definition of being human. See, for example, Jon 
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Rhetorical study, 108-9 

Ricoeur, Paul, 246 

Riesman, David, 44, 151, 242 

Rights, 8, 200, 202, 240, 258 

Riley, Terry, 117 

Robbe-Grillet, Alain, 129 

Rocking Around the 
133 

Rogers, Carl, 41, 42 

Rogers, Will, 39 

Rohe, Mies van der, 33 

Role playing, 150 

Romance: and collage communities, 212-13; 
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what it seems and truth lies in the stance of 
the beholder and the relationships of the 
moment. The book vividly describes the 
mobile, urban, affluent “knowledge class,” 
which, according to Gergen, is at the van- 
guard of the new era. 


Because this book confronts headlong many 
of the central issues in contemporary intel- 
lectual debate—deconstructionism, post- 
structuralism, and relativism—it is sure to 
attract wide attention. 


KENNETH J. GERGEN is Professor of Psy- 
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author of, among other works, Toward 
Transformation in Social Knowledge (1982) 
and, with co-editor John Shotter, Texts of 
Identity (1989). 
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“A rousing trip through the reaches of postmodernism with a splendid 
psychological guide who manages to combine irony and passion in contem- 
plating the challenges of contemporary identity.” 

— JEROME BRUNER, PH.D., New York University 


“The Saturated Self is a work that goes to the heart—and I do mean heart— 
of the dilemmas we all face as we try to make sense of a world that seems to 
have, simultaneously, too much meaning and none at all. It is a wise and 
honest and extremely useful book. For many years, Kenneth Gergen has 
been an eloquent and somewhat lonely voice calling psychologists to pay 
attention to the socially constructed nature of reality. Now the world is 
catching up with him, yet nobody has managed to express the central 

psychological issues of postmodernism with such force and clarity.” 
— WALTER TRUETT ANDERSON, political scientist, 

author of Reality Isn't What It Used to Be 


“A lucid, provocative, and sure-to-be-controversial account of the impact of 
the new communication media. Gergen excels in combining vivid anec- 
dotes with intellectual history to show how the psychological language with 
which we make sense of ourselves and others—and with it traditional 
patterns of cultural life—are undergoing rapid transformation. His portrait 
of the ‘saturated self? is at once disturbingly familiar and foreign. I highly 
recommend this book, with one warning: simple assessments simply will 
not do; its argument requires grappling on many levels. It is that rich.” 
—W. BARNETT PEARCE, University of Massachusetts, Amherst 


Jabes sonm p aR oe 
“Gergen touches raw nerves, scrutinizing unmoored selves naked to expe- 
rience in this highly stimulating, mind-expanding original work which 


dusts away the clichés surrounding that tiresome phrase, ‘the postmodern 
condition.” —Publishers Weekly 
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